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Isaiah 35:10 


And the ransomed of God shall return, 
And come with shouting to Zion, 
Crowned with joy everlasting. 

They shall attain joy and gladness, 
While sorrow and sighing flee. 

Adapted from Tanakh: A New Translation of the 
Holy Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985). 



PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION 


When this hook was first published in 1999 as The Ransomed of God, 
a suhurban Toronto synagogue invited me to give a talk about Judy 
Feld Carr’s critical role in the rescue of Syrian Jews. Following my 
talk a number of people stayed on to ask questions or chat. After 
most had left, an older man took my arm and drew me aside. 
Apologizing for keeping me, he explained that he knew Judy Feld 
Carr slightly and had already read my book. The reason that he had 
come to my talk was that there was something about the book that 
bothered him and hoped that I wouldn’t mind if he raised it with 
me. I told him I’d be pleased to answer any questions he had. 
Reassured, he looked me straight in the eye and asked what parts of 
the book were true and what parts were my invention. Taken aback, 
I told him it was all true; none of it was fiction. Fie stood there for 
a moment, shook his head in disbelief and, without saying a word, 
walked away. 

The more I think about it, the more sympathy I have for read- 
ers who have trouble accepting that everything in this book is true. 
When I first heard the story of Judy Feld Carr’s sub rosa activities on 
behalf of beleaguered Syrian Jews, I too was more than a little scep- 
tical. To this day, I wonder at the improbability of anyone being able 
to do what Judy did. It is a truly amazing story that loses none of its 
wonder in the telling — of how a Canadian Jewish woman, raised in 
northern Ontario and now living in Toronto as a musicologist, wife, 
and mother to a blended family of six children, ran, for almost thirty 
years, a covert rescue operation that successfully secreted thousands 
of oppressed Jews out of Syria. Since the book was first published, 
my admiration for Judy’s accomplishments has not lessened— just 
the opposite, especially in view of recent events. 

Over the past few years we have all witnessed a dramatic change 
in the degree to which the West, including Canada, has been drawn 
into the eye of the Middle East storm. Who would have imagined in 
1999 that talk of a “peace dividend” flowing from the collapse of 
Communism in Eastern Europe would, in the wake of the 9/11 
attack on the twin towers in New York, be replaced by fears of a 
“clash of civilizations” between the West and the Islamic world? 
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Who would have foreseen that the United States and Britain would 
be bogged down in a protracted conflict in Iraq, Canadian and other 
NATO troops battling Taliban insurgents in Afghanistan, the 
Iranian regime developing nuclear weapons capacity, Lebanon again 
tom by sectarian violence and stumbling toward full-scale civil war, 
Hamas the democratically elected choice of the Palestinian people, 
the Israeli military mired in efforts to contain ongoing Hamas and 
Hizbullah terrorist attacks, and Western European states pondering 
the social and political implications of the dramatic growth in their 
Islamic populations? 

And what of Syria? As it is now, so it was then — a closed and 
repressive police state, its governing elite tolerating no challenge to 
its authority and privilege. As Syrian authorities impose order with 
an iron fist, however, that same fist threatens what remains of the 
region’s fragile stability. While people speculate about possible 
Syrian-Israeli talks, Syria remains a frontline state in the Arab 
world’s ongoing conflict with Israel, the home address of Hizbullah 
and Hamas terrorist organizations, the backbone of efforts to subvert 
the elected government in Lebanon, and the closest regional ally of 
Iran. Recent headlines warn that Syria continues to violate even 
the most basic precepts of human rights with seeming impunity. Nor 
have Canadians been immune. In a tangled story of intrigue that 
involves Syrian, American, Jordanian, and Canadian security police 
and agencies, several Canadians of Syrian origin have been impris- 
oned in Syria and reportedly tortured while in custody. When the 
federal government announced an inquiry into possible Canadian 
missteps or, even worse, complicity in wrongful jailings, a letter to 
the editor of the Globe and Mail asked why the inquiry was not going 
to extend its investigation to include “the country in which they 
were tortured — namely Syria. It is almost as if we expect such 
behaviour from the Syrians .” 1 Sadly, the letter writer may be right. 
That Syria routinely inflicts physical torture on those its prisoners 
was not news to Judy. When she rescued more than three thousand 
Jews from Syria, among them were several severely tortured Jews she 
bought out of Syrian prisons. 

In light of what we now know of the Middle East and what has 
been revealed of Syria’s role there, one cannot help but marvel at all 
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that Judy, armed with clarity of purpose, steadiness of nerve, and 
passion for her cause, was able to achieve. Another quality that 
helped her in her task was an uncanny ability to work alone and in 
secret. There were few people in whom she dared confide, and those 
who knew anything about what she was doing also protected the 
cone of secrecy within which she operated. Any violation of that 
secrecy would not only have jeopardized Judy and her network, but 
would have also inflicted horrific punishment on the Jews of Syria 
who entrusted her with their lives and the lives of their children. 
She dared not allow that to happen. 

In the late- 1990s, even as she rescued some of the last Jews of 
Syria, Judy knew that her rescue work was drawing to a close and 
that the history of a Jewish community in Syria — a community that 
can trace its roots back through the biblical era— would also to be a 
thing of the past. That community’s story and the story of their 
secret rescue deserved to be told and Judy very much wanted it be 
told. To her, the story is not so much about her secret rescue efforts 
as it is the story of the unyielding determination of beleaguered 
Syrian Jews to survive as Jews, to put their lives on the line to escape 
Syria so that they might live in dignity as Jews. 

Of course, it was one thing for Judy to want their story told; it 
was another for me to do the telling. Writing this book was not 
something I intended to do. In fact, until I was approached to write 
a book about the rescue effort that delivered so many Syrian Jews to 
freedom, I knew nothing about it. What Judy was doing was a well- 
guarded secret — even many of those who contributed money to 
make the rescues possible were kept in the dark about how their 
money was being spent. So, how did I come to write the book? It 
began when I received a phone call asking me to meet with Judy to 
talk about a book she had in mind. This was not the first time some- 
one had called me with a book publishing idea. As the author of 
several books, it was not unusual for individuals to ask if they could 
run ideas by me about writing a book or to ask advice on how to find 
a publisher for a manuscript. I thought that it was one or other of 
these topics that Judy Feld Carr wanted to talk about. I was wrong. 

I agreed to meet Judy at her house one afternoon later that 
week. When I arrived, we chatted briefly as Judy ushered me into 
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the family den where she served me tea. After some polite small 
talk, out of the blue, Judy explained that, just before I rang the door- 
bell, she had been on the phone making the final arrangements to 
bring a Jew secretly out of Syria. I didn’t know what to say. I had no 
idea what she was talking about. Jews. Syria. Rescue. Bribes. I sat 
there in silence. I would later learn that Judy abhors a silence almost 
as much as nature abhors a vacuum. As I sat speechless, Judy just 
talked on, skipping from one story of organizing a rescue from Syria 
to another as if she was talking about organizing a luncheon in her 
synagogue. It all seemed crazy. I remember asking myself, what kind 
of a fantasy world is this woman living in? 

I became more and more uncomfortable until Judy finally came 
to the reason for our meeting. Since the history of Jews in Syria was 
fast drawing to a close, she explained, it was time for a book to be 
written about that history and I was the logical person to write it. 
Still reeling from her disjointed stories of secret rescues and covert 
negotiations, I begged off. Important as such a book might be, I said, 
I was a historian of the Canadian Jewish experience. I knew noth- 
ing of the history of Syrian Jews and did not read or write Arabic. 
Thinking I had disqualified myself from the project, I offered to look 
into which historians were working on Jews in Arab lands. Perhaps 
one of them might be interested. 

Judy didn’t give up so easily. She explained she wasn’t suggest- 
ing that I write a book covering the entire history of Syrian Jews. 
Rather, what she thought might interest me was writing a book on 
what she regarded as a largely Canadian Jewish topic: the organized 
rescue of Syrian Jews that took shape in Canada, in her own home. 
My mind was filled with images of Judy in her kitchen stirring soup 
with one hand and holding a phone in the other as she negotiated 
the liberation of Syrian Jews. It simply didn’t compute. Thinking 
only of making a quick exit, I agreed that this was indeed an impor- 
tant Canadian Jewish story. Since Judy obviously knew more about 
this secret rescue project than anybody else could ever know, she 
was undoubtedly the best person to tell the story. Again, convinced 
I had found a polite way to remove my name from discussion, I sug- 
gested several Canadian publishers who might be interested and 
strongly advised that Judy approach them about supporting her 



hook idea, perhaps even arranging for her to work with a ghost 
writer — as long as it was not me. Judy took a little more convincing, 
hut she reluctantly agreed to talk with one or two publishers. I asked 
her to let me know how it all turned out and finally made it out the 
front door feeling more than a little relieved. 

It wasn’t long before I heard back from Judy. She wanted to 
meet again. Against my better judgement I agreed. Back in her den, 
I listened as she explained that her meetings with publishers had not 
gone well. She was now convinced that a self-authored memoir, 
even one written with the help of a ghost writer, was not the way to 
go. She insisted that the Jews who had escaped Syria deserved a 
book written by a respected historian, a book grounded in research 
that nobody would question. 

I wasn’t sure what she meant by research. Was she talking about 
just recording her stories and somehow weaving them together into 
a book? What reputable historian would blindly accept her stories 
about rescuing Syrian Jews? I didn’t believe them. Why would any- 
one else? But how could I tell her to her face that her stories were 
just too fantastic to be credible? Taking the coward’s way out, I told 
her that much though I appreciated the value in a book that would 
tell the story of a Canadian-engineered rescue of Syrian Jews, as a 
historian, I still did not feel it was something I could do. Any histo- 
rian writing about the subject would naturally be grateful for her 
input, but her testimony was not in and of itself sufficient. A histo- 
rian would require solid documentation, evidence-based research. 
As chance would have it, Judy had one of my books in her den. I 
pulled it off the shelf and turned to the endnotes, showing her page 
after page of the detailed notations on my use of oral testimony and 
original documents from the period I was writing about. 

Judy listened calmly and then said, “Oh, is that all you want? 
Come with me.” I followed her into her office where she pointed to 
a wall of filing cabinets. Pulling one drawer open after another, she 
explained that this one contained this; that one contained that. 
The files were disorganized, but it only took a few minutes to see 
that I was being offered a historical treasure trove of documentation. 
There were individual files on each and every rescue she had con- 
ducted; material on her fundraising; mountains of correspondence 
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with Jewish organizations, governments, and international agencies; 
clipping files; and dated slips of paper with handwritten notes on the 
hundreds of her telephone calls. There were organizational records; 
minutes of meetings; protest fliers and photographs; receipts for air- 
line tickets out of Syria and coded letters from operatives with 
whom Judy worked. There were Amnesty International Reports on 
human rights abuses in Syria and even Syrian translations of Syrian 
government legislation, decrees, and judicial hearings involving 
Jews. And there were letters of gratitude, many simply addressed to 
Mrs. Judy, from many of those whom she had rescued. It was all 
there, an almost thirty-year paper trail of Judy’s work on behalf of 
Syrian Jews. I could hardly believe it. Judy’s files would also act as a 
guide in locating other sources of historical documentation in gov- 
ernment, or in organizational or private hands. But most of all, these 
files were proof positive that Judy was not making up anything. It 
was all true; I was hooked. 

Completing my research took several years. During that time 
Judy allowed me unfettered access to her files and she generously 
made herself available to be interviewed and answer my questions. 
She also paved the way for me to talk with some of the people she 
had worked with and, at my request, interceded on my behalf to 
arrange several interviews with people who were, at first, hesitant 
about talking with me. But that was the limit of her involvement. In 
no way did Judy interfere in the direction of my research. Nor did I 
ask for or she volunteer assistance in defraying my research costs. In 
fact, she had no notion where my research was leading or what con- 
clusions I was drawing. Only in the final stages of preparing the man- 
uscript for publication did I allow her to read what I had written. 

To Judy’s surprise, much that she read was new to her. This was 
because my research took me well outside Judy’s sphere of activity. I 
was given permission to examine the records of various government 
agencies and private organizations with whom Judy had dealings or 
that in some way intersected with the rescue of Jews from Syria. I 
also interviewed more than sixty individuals who, to one degree or 
another, knew about the Syrian Jewish issue or were otherwise 
involved with Judy and her sub rosa activities. Among those 1 inter- 
viewed were leaders of the organized Jewish community, Canadian 
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and foreign diplomats who were aware of and at times abetted Judy’s 
operations, experts on Syria and the Middle East, individuals whom 
Judy could count on for financial assistance or for Syria-specific 
information, contacts, and connections. Most importantly, 1 inter- 
viewed a number of Jews whom Judy had rescued from Syria — 
including several people who had endured horrific torture in Syrian 
prisons. Some twenty individuals agreed to talk to me only on the 
condition that our conversations would remain off the record. 1 
have honoured their wishes. 

It is also important to acknowledge that there are those who are 
part of Judy’s story whose names I do not know, do not want to know, 
and I was never foolhardy enough to even think about contacting. 
These include the Syrians with whom Judy negotiated for the release 
of Jews. There were also the cross-border smugglers who would bun- 
dle Jews across Syria’s borders along with whatever other contraband 
they were carrying. At one point, when I was well into my research, 
I was approached by two men who quietly explained that the Israeli 
authorities were aware of my research. They just wanted to inform 
me that my topic was a very “sensitive” one for the Israeli govern- 
ment. In no way did they threaten me, at least not overtly, nor did 
they ask that I forgo the project. Rather they suggested that it would 
be “helpful” to me and to them if, before publication, I were to allow 
them to read my manuscript to ensure its “accuracy.” I told them no. 
What they were asking would compromise my scholarly integrity 
and that was not going to happen. No more was said and that was 
the end of it. I never heard from them again. 

Whether the two men really thought I would actually let them 
read my manuscript or just hoped to cast a cautionary chill over my 
research agenda I do not know. I do know that Judy, even as she 
guarded her independence of action, was more than a person of 
interest to Israeli security and intelligence agencies. To this day, I 
doubt that they have come to terms with the fact that this Toronto 
woman, an intelligence outsider, an amateur, successfully ran her 
own do-it-yourself operations in Syria. Eight years after the book 
was first published, the Israeli intelligence establishment still talks 
about Judy’s exploits. The Israel Intelligence, Heritage and 
Commemoration Center located north of Tel Aviv is home to a 
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highly regarded Israeli research and information project devoted to 
exploring intelligence and terrorism issues of the day, including 
questions related to incitement to violence and international sup- 
port and sponsorship of terrorism, particularly as they apply to 
Israel. The Center also publishes a Hehrew-language journal aimed 
largely at the Israeli intelligence community. The cover story of the 
October 2006 issue discussed the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 
Sinai War. The back page, however, was not about the Sinai War. It 
was a short essay honouring Judy Feld Carr, neither an Israeli citizen 
nor a member of the Israeli intelligence community. Judy is simply 
described as “married, a mother to six children and a grandmother 
to thirteen grandchildren; musicologist hy training and vocation, a 
graduate of the University of Toronto” — not exactly the profile of 
an intelligence operative. But in something of a sneak-peak-behind- 
the-Israeli-security-curtain, the article notes that “Judy worked tire- 
lessly for three decades in a very clandestine and secretive manner. 
Perhaps ‘the most guarded secret’ in the Jewish world was Judy’s far- 
reaching and extremely secretive smuggling out and bringing to safe 
refuge more than 3000 Syrian Jews, a majority choosing to settle in 
the State or Israel.” No doubt even the most seasoned of Israeli 
intelligence operatives would be left scratching their heads in won- 
der at how a self-taught non-professional could build “an elaborate 
and secure intelligence network, and through it, established key 
contacts in Syria and abroad, paying bribes to key influential offi- 
cials [to secure the freedom of Syrian Jews].” The article ended with 
a simple “Kol Ha Kavod!” (All honour to Judy!) 2 

For all the praise that Judy has earned, there are still several key 
questions about her work that, even as author of this book, I have 
not been able to answer or answer completely. Prime among these 
questions is, what made Judy think that she could do what she did? 
What drove her? What gave her the chutzpah to think she would be 
able to pull off what any reasonable person would conclude was 
impossible? What enabled her to convert a passion for the plight of 
Syrian Jews into a secret and effective rescue network that in the 
end delivered more than 3,000 Syrian Jews to freedom? I’m not sure, 
but one thing is certain: there is no point in asking Judy. I’ve tried. 
Rather than taking time to reflect on who she is or why she does 
what she does, Judy just did, and, even if the gentleman who took 
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me aside following my synagogue talk in Toronto refused to believe 
it was true, thousands of Syrian Jews know it is true and are forever 
grateful. It may well have been those few like Judy to whom Rabbi 
Hillel was referring when he said, “If I am not for myself, who will 
he for me? If I am only for myself, what am 1?” And, particularly in 
Judy’s case, “If not now, then when?” 1 2 3 

Thirty years after Ruben and Judy Feld first decided that they had to 
do something to ease the plight of Syrian Jews, Judy Feld Carr was 
once again in Ottawa. She had been there many times over those 
thirty years, sometimes to butt heads with politicians on the issue of 
Syrian Jews, sometimes to huddle with Canadian officials on how 
they might covertly assist in her work. But this time was different. 
Judy was not in Ottawa to meet with politicians or officials about 
Syrian Jews; her Syrian rescue activities were finally finished. On 
the afternoon of May 31, 2001, she was in Ottawa to accept the 
Order of Canada, the nation’s highest lifetime achievement award. 
At a state ceremony at Rideau Hall, official residence of the gover- 
nor general of Canada, Judy was called forward by Governor 
General Adrienne Clarkson and invested into the Order. After 
labouring in secret for so many years, on that day Judy stood and lis- 
tened as a citation in recognition of her deeds was read aloud to 
assembled dignitaries and guests: 

[Judy Feld Carr’s] story is one of international drama and suspense. 
Driven by a selfless concern for others, in 1973 she and her husband 
established a network to assist members of the Jewish community in 
Syria to obtain the right to travel outside their country. After his 
death a year later, she remained at the forefront of this movement and 
was known to those who sought her aid as simply “Mrs. Judy.” Years of 
persistence and compassion resulted in more than [three] thousand 
people being able to leave the country. Today, she continues to work 
with human rights groups concerned with the plight of refugees. 


1 Globe arid Mail, December 15, 2006, 22. 

2 Yochi Erlich, “Judy Feld Carr,” M abat M alam, October, 2006, 48. 

! Quoted in Pirkei Ai’ot (Ethics of the Fathers), 1:14 
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PROLOGUE 


The 

Determination 
to Survive 


M URAD Guindi REMEMBERS the aftermath of the 1947 
United Nations vote to partition Palestine into two 
states, one Arab and the other Jewish. Even though 
he was only six years old, Murad’s memories of the days following 
the vote are vivid. While Jews in Palestine and the West celebrated 
the United Nations vote, in Aleppo, Syria, where Murad lived with 
his parents, the vote sent fear through their Jewish community. 
Syria was a stalwart in Arab League efforts to thwart the creation of a 
Zionist state in Palestine, and the UN vote was a blow to the Arab 
cause. In Aleppo, public rage poured into the streets. Denied police 
protection, individual Jews were attacked and murdered. Jewish 
homes and businesses were looted and torched. Jewish holy books 
were set on fire. 

Murad Guindi and his family, more fortunate than some, were 
hidden by Christian friends. Their sporting goods store was broken 
into, but they survived. In the uneasy calm following the riot, 
Murad’s family decided to rebuild. Others didn’t. Most of Syria’s 
estimated forty thousand Jews fled. Many traced their roots to 
returnees from the Babylonian captivity or to those who sought 
refuge in Syria from the Inquisition and the expulsion of Jews from 
the Iberian Peninsula. Some took only what they could carry or eas- 
ily convert to cash. 

The Aleppo pogrom was not the first time that Syrian Jews had 
been singled out for attack. In the 1930s, during the French colonial 
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administration, Syria emerged as a centre of Arab anti-Zionist 
sentiment. Throughout the Second World War, anti-Jewish and 
anti-Zionist demonstrations were common. Fearing that Syrian 
nationalist leaders might throw their support behind the Nazis and 
foment an insurrection, French authorities turned a blind eye to 
attacks on Jews. In 1944, the Jewish quarter of Damascus was twice 
sacked by mobs. 

Any hope that the departure of the French from Syria and the 
creation of a sovereign Syrian state in 1946 might defuse anti- 
Jewish hostility was soon dashed. Independent Syria became an 
uncompromising opponent of Israel. When the mob attacked 
Aleppo’s small Jewish quarter in furious reaction to the 1947 UN 
partition vote, authorities legitimized the violence with edicts that 
denied Jews the civil protections granted to other Syrian citizens. 1 

With Israel’s Declaration of Independence in 1948, the failure 
of Arab military forces to crush the fledgling Israeli state translated 
into another round of attacks on local Jewish populations that were 
condoned, if not actually organized, by Syrian authorities. Once 
again, Jews were beaten and murdered, Jewish homes were looted, 
institutions were closed, and holy books were destroyed. An eco- 
nomic boycott of Jewish businesses and professionals was capped by 
seizures of Jewish property. Many Jews were left destitute. 2 

Faced with repeated threats to Jewish life and property, Jews who 
could escape fled to Israel or the West. This was not always easy. 
After 1948, legal emigration of Jews from Syria was officially prohib- 
ited to prevent them from resettling in Israel, thereby strengthening 
the Jewish state. But in the confusion of an unstable Syrian regime, 
many Jews found ways to leave illegally, crossing Syrian borders 
into Turkey or Lebanon and moving on to Israel or the West. In 
1954 and again in 1958, the Syrian government temporarily lifted 
its ban on Jewish emigration for those willing to abandon their 
property. Then Syria’s doors closed to the legal departure of Jews, 
trapping most of them in the country. An estimated five thousand 
Jews remained in Syria — approximately three thousand in Damascus, 
fifteen hundred in Aleppo, and another five hundred or so in the 
town of Qamishli, near the northern Syrian border with Turkey. 
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Syria is a tightly controlled police state, where Western notions 
of democratic freedom do not apply. The Muhabarat, the feared 
security police, are everywhere. But the iron heel of control fell par- 
ticularly hard on the Jewish community, and a special section of the 
Muhabarat dealt only with Jewish affairs. Jewish identity cards were 
stampled in red with the Arabic word Mussauti (follower of Moses). 
State regulation tightly constrained Jewish business, social, and 
institutional worlds. Jews endured debilitating restrictions on com- 
mercial licences, rules against conducting business with government 
agencies, limits on the right to buy or sell property, barriers to oper- 
ating a car or obtaining a telephone. Just to stay in business, many 
Jewish businessmen found it necessary to seek out a non-Jewish 
partner who, in return for allowing his name to be used in the busi- 
ness, walked away with much of the company’s profits. Contacts 
with non-Syrians and non-Jews were restricted, mail was censored, 
and telephone calls, for Jews who were allowed telephones, were 
monitored. Even synagogue services often had Muhabarat agents in 
attendance. Jews knew that any infraction of the rules, no matter 
how minor, could be punished, and that Jews could not count on the 
courts for justice. There was usually no penalty for those who 
robbed, beat, or otherwise attacked Jews. 3 As late as 1992, a United 
States State Department report on human rights practices in Syria 
noted that “Jews, like all other citizens of Syria, are subject to close 
purview of the intelligence services, but are under more thorough 
surveillance than is the general population.” 4 

The only escape was escape and many, especially young men, 
tried it. In 1958, at the age of seventeen, Murad Guindi made an 
illegal dash for freedom. He snuck across Syria’s border into 
Lebanon, where he was apprehended by Lebanese authorities who 
handed him back to the Syrian border police. He paid the price for 
failure. Murad was interrogated, imprisoned, and tortured. He still 
lives with memories of the electric shocks and whippings he 
received from jailers intent on making him confess that he was 
attempting to get to Israel, Syria’s enemy. 

Four decades later Murad Guindi and his family are out of 
Syria.’ So are virtually all Syrian Jews. In 1994, almost fifty years 
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after he and his family survived the Aleppo pogrom of 1947, after 
almost fifty years of oppression and state-endorsed marginalization, 
the government of Syria finally permitted the departure of the 
remaining Jews of Syria. The Jewish presence in Syria is no more. 

Memories of the struggle to maintain Jewish lives and dignity in 
Syria are still fresh. For many, there is also a deeply felt gratitude for 
a saving hand that came from abroad. Among the rows of shops that 
line the flea market in Yaffa, south of Tel Aviv, is one festooned with 
small plastic Canadian flags. In 1997, a Canadian tourist visiting 
Israel for the first time was making her way through the busy market 
when she saw the flag-bedecked shop. Curious, she stopped to talk 
with its proprietors. When they discovered that the tourist was not 
only from Canada but from Toronto, they became very excited. Did 
she know Mrs. Judy? She also lives in Toronto. Without waiting for 
an answer, the proprietors, two brothers, explained that they were 
originally from Syria, where they had been merchants. In Syria their 
lot had been bitter. They had surrendered hope of ever getting out, 
when Mrs. Judy delivered them into Israel. They would never forget 
her. And the Canadian flags? But a small token to honour the 
woman who brought them to freedom. 6 

Who is Mrs. Judy? Mrs. Judy, as she became known to the many 
who turned to her for help, is Judy Feld Carr, a twenty-five-year 
Canadian crusader on behalf of the Jews of Syria. Working out of 
her home in Toronto, Mrs. Judy struggled to bring tbe plight of 
Syrian Jewry to the attention of the world and campaigned for their 
right to emigrate. Less well known is that she was personally 
involved in ransoming thousands of Syrian Jews, covertly helping 
individual Jews and families find freedom, sometimes by buying 
them out of Syria one by one, sometimes by assisting their escape 
across Syria’s borders into Lebanon or Turkey. 

During the more than two decades covered in this narrative, 
others — individuals and organizations, Jewish and non-Jewish, the 
State of Israel and sympathetic governments, particularly the 
United States, France, Australia, and Canada — contributed their 
efforts to ease the plight of Syrian Jews. They all added their voices 
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and their weight to the cause, lobbied on behalf of Syrian Jews, and 
can take partial credit for making possible the final Jewish departure 
from Syria in the early 1990s. 

But Judy Feld Carr’s contribution was significant and singular. 
Through the 1970s and 1980s, as she embraced the cause of Syrian 
Jews, she gradually learned that Syria was porous. She discovered 
that with money and connections, it was possible to reach from 
Canada into Syria and secretly ransom Jews out. With money and 
connections, it was possible to alleviate the plight of those in Syrian 
prisons. With money and connections, it was possible to support the 
families left behind. 

Until recently, the story of Judy Feld Carr’s efforts on behalf 
of Syrian Jews could not be told. As long as Jews remained in Syria, 
the work of Mrs. Judy and others had to be kept out of the public 
eye. But during the early 1990s, as part of the diplomatic jockeying 
that characterized the on-again-off-again Middle East peace pro- 
cess, Syrian authorities granted the remaining Jews of Syria permis- 
sion to leave. Fewer than one hundred Jews now remain in Syria. It 
is now possible to publicly acknowledge the contributions of those 
who worked to ease the lot of Syrian Jews and, in the case of one 
woman, to rescue them. For Judy Feld Carr, Mrs. Judy, this acknowl- 
edgement has begun. On the wall of her home there is a framed 
1995 letter from Yizhak Rabin, then prime minister of Israel. 

Dear Judy, 

Now that for all practical purposes, the entire Syrian Jewish commu- 
nity has left Syria, the time for thanks is here — first and foremost for 
you. 

Words cannot express my gratitude to you for 23 years of hard and 
dangerous work, during which you devoted your time and your life to 
the Jewish community in Syria. To list all your varied activities for the 
rescue of this oppressed and tormented community would require a 
book. Very few people, if any, have contributed as greatly as you have. 

The Jews of Syria who were rescued and the State of Israel owe you 
so much, and will never he able to reward you as you deserve. 

This letter is not a summary of 23 years of extraordinary work for 
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the Jewish people and the Syrian Jewish community. This is just say 
that our gratitude knows no bounds. And the rest will be told in his- 
tory books. 

Judy, the State of Israel salutes you. 

Sincerely yours, 
Yizhak Rabin' 


This book begins to tell that history. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Haifa World 
Away 

J UDY FELD Carr — born Judy Leve — grew up half a world 
away from Syria, in Sudbury, a northern Ontario mining 
community. With a Jewish population of about forty fam- 
ilies after the Second World War, it was hardly a major centre of 
Canadian Jewish life. The Jewish community, mostly small busi- 
nessmen and their families, kept a low profile, and Jewish life 
was confined to family and synagogue. The community’s small 
Orthodox synagogue housed most organized Jewish activities, 
including a small religious school. Outside of synagogue, many 
Jewish children participated in Young Judea, a Zionist youth orga- 
nization that brought Israel-oriented youth activities into smaller 
Jewish communities across Canada. The organization also spon- 
sored regional gatherings for isolated Jewish youth from across 
Ontario’s north. Under Young Judea sponsorship, Jewish children in 
Sudbury journeyed long hours by train to participate in weekend 
retreats with Jewish children from other small towns. Summer 
meant two months of summer camp and an intense Jewish commu- 
nal experience . 1 

Being openly Jewish in post-Second World War Sudbury was an 
isolating experience for Judy. The only Jewish child in her public 
school classroom, she felt exposed and different, and never more so 
than when she stayed away from school on Jewish holidays. She still 
remembers her pain as a little girl, singled out by her classmates, and 
subjected to anti-Jewish name-calling. 
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Judy Leve hated being the outsider at school, but her parents 
were uncompromising in their efforts to shelter her from what they 
saw as the seductive lure of the non-Jewish world. Even as a high 
school student, she was forbidden to go to school dances or date 
non-Jewish boys. There was no use arguing. Her father would not 
tolerate it — his word was law, and his influence extended beyond his 
gate. He imposed his definition of Jewishness on his community, and 
he was not above forcing the local rabbi to bend to his will. Hearing 
that a bat mitzvah had taken place in a Conservative synagogue in 
Toronto, he determined that his daughter would also have a bat 
mitzvah. A rare event even in the Conservative synagogues of larger 
Jewish communities, bat mitzvahs were unknown in the Orthodox 
world. The local rabbi, Orthodox and a Holocaust survivor, had to 
set aside his reservations and permit Judy to have her bat mitzvah in 
the synagogue. The event, a matter of some controversy among 
Sudbury Jews, again singled Judy Leve out. 

Judy’s father traded in furs with Native trappers in the Ontario 
north, which often required him to be on the road or in the bush for 
long periods. During his absences, Judy and her younger brother 
were under the care of their mother and maternal grandmother. 
Their mother’s marriage had brought the two women to Sudbury 
from New York, and they never fully adjusted to the narrow con- 
straints that small-town Ontario life and a small Jewish community 
imposed on them. 

Judy Leve was six when the Second World War ended. When 
she was eight or nine, she remembers playing on the floor in her par- 
ents’ bedroom while her father rearranged his dresser drawers. As he 
sorted personal items, he placed a collection of newspaper clippings 
on the floor near his daughter. Curious, she began leafing through 
them. They were cut from Sudbury and Toronto newspapers and 
contained articles about the Holocaust and the liberation of the 
concentration camps. She recalls her horror at seeing pictures of 
emaciated bodies and mass graves. Asking her father for an expla- 
nation, she was shooed away. The subject was taboo. The pictures 
disappeared. 

This introduction to the Holocaust took on a human face 
when a Polish couple — displaced persons — became their neighbours . 2 


8 



Shortly after Sophie and her husband moved into the boarding 
house next door, Sophie knocked on the Leves’ door. She pointed 
to the mezuzah on the door frame of the house and asked, in hesi- 
tant Yiddish, if she had found a Jewish home. When she was reas- 
sured that this was a Jewish home and she was invited in, Sophie 
began to cry. 

She became a regular in the Leve household. But Judy knew lit- 
tle about this warm, childless woman, who had become almost a sec- 
ond mother to her. She knew Sophie was a seamstress, married to a 
non-Jewish man, and that she had somehow survived a distant war. 
Whatever curiosity Judy or her parents might have had about 
Sophie’s war experience, they never pressed her for information 
about her past, nor did she volunteer any. But one night in the Leve 
family living room, Sophie told her story. Calmly at first, she 
revealed that she had been married before and had two children by 
her first husband. One of her children would have been Judy’s age, 
but neither they nor her husband had survived the war. She 
described her concentration camp experience and the horror of 
Nazi medical experiments that she had been subjected to. As words 
gradually gave way to tears, Judy and her brother were hustled out 
of the room and off to bed on the floor above. The French doors to 
the living room closed. 

Refusing to be locked out, the two children crept back down- 
stairs. In the shadowy darkness of the hallway outside the room, 
they huddled on the floor, listening to Sophie. She was screaming 
now, pouring out her pain at the atrocities she had endured, atroci- 
ties she had locked away inside herself. When Judy’s mother left the 
room to get Sophie a glass of water, she discovered her children, her 
daughter’s ear pressed against the door. The two were again ban- 
ished to bed, but not before the sound of Sophie’s tortured memo- 
ries had become imprinted in Judy’s mind. 

Judy often visited Sophie after school, hoping that she would 
share something of her previous life, of her children, but she did not. 
Nevertheless, a special bond between Judy and Sophie grew 
stronger. It was Sophie who made Judy’s bat mitzvah dress, a white 
gown with a “sort of a tallith,” a prayer shawl, and a hat. Judy Feld 
Carr still has that dress . 3 
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Judy Leve’s identification as a Jew and commitment to issues of 
Jewish concern were strong by the time she graduated from high 
school in 1957. A Zionist, she had hoped to go to Israel as part of 
the Machon, a year-long leadership-training program for Jewish 
youth from the Diaspora. Although her father was an outspoken 
Zionist, a community stalwart on behalf of Israel, he forbade his 
daughter to go. Perhaps he was worried for her safety. The 1956 
Sinai War had just ended, the ceasefire seemed fragile, and the first 
United Nations peacekeeping force was deployed in the desert to 
keep distance between Israeli and Egyptian troops. Resentful at her 
father’s apparent hypocrisy, the usually assertive young woman nev- 
ertheless bent to her father’s will. Instead of the Machon, Judy Leve 
moved to Toronto and enrolled in the Faculty of Music at the 
University of Toronto. She left Sudbury behind her. 

At university, she became active in Hillel, the main campus 
Jewish student organization, but showed few signs of the kind of 
activism that later marked her life. During her third year at univer- 
sity, she became the head of music at Hillel — hardly a springboard 
to activism. That same year, she met Ronald Feld — -Rubin, as he was 
known to his friends. He came to Hillel one evening and heard Judy 
Leve lecture on Jewish music of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
Rubin Feld was six years older than Judy. Bom in Toronto, he grew 
up in of the heart of a bustling downtown working-class immigrant 
Jewish neighbourhood. Even after the war, his family remained in 
the inner city while many of their Jewish neighbours moved into the 
suburbs that stretched northward along Bathurst Street. 

Rubin Feld showed little interest in Jewish community life or 
organized Jewish youth activities. According to Judy, as a twelve- 
year-old, Rubin wanted to forgo a bar mitzvah rather than devote 
the time and effort necessary to prepare. In the end, however, he did 
have a bar mitzvah. His father was a free thinker who nonetheless 
believed in the importance of Jewish community identity and the 
bonding power of celebrating Jewish life events. But throughout 
Rubin’s youth, the lure of the synagogue was far less powerful than 
the lure of downtown pool halls. 

Rubin’s father, a tailor, died just as his son was completing high 
school. The family had never been rich but now money became a 
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problem. If Rubin was going to make something of himself, he 
would have to pay his own way. He financed himself through uni- 
versity and medical school while supporting his mother and younger 
sister by working for the city, in the sewers. Judy argues that the job 
sharpened Rubin’s Jewish identity. Years later, he confided that he 
tried to keep his Jewishness under wraps for fear that it might get 
him fired or bring him into conflict with his co-workers. He hated 
the deception and swore he would never again hide his Jewishness. 
After graduating from medical school and completing his medical 
training, he opened a general practice in a non -Jewish working-class 
neighbourhood in east Toronto. 

As soon as Rubin Feld heard Judy Leve lecture at Hillel, he 
asked her for a date. She accepted. Ten days later, on their second 
date, Rubin proposed. The two were married in 1960. Their honey- 
moon was spent in Israel, the first visit to the Jewish state for either 
of them. It was a turning point in their lives. They fell in love with 
Israel. On their return, Rubin, who had had little previous involve- 
ment in Jewish communal affairs or activities in support of Israel, 
organized a Canadian support network for the Israeli medical pro- 
fession. A second visit in 1965 strengthened the Felds’ commit- 
ment to Israel. 4 

Like Jews around the world, the Felds only grasped how precious 
Israel had become to them during the spring of 1967, when the 
Jewish state came under serious threat. In The Fixer, Bernard 
Malamud declares that Jews have “stepped into history more deeply 
than others — it has worked out so.” 5 Never was this more true than 
in May and June of 1967, a pivotal moment in modern Jewish his- 
tory. On May 15, the Egyptian president, Gamal Abdul Nasser, 
mobilized his military forces and, two days later, ordered the United 
Nations to withdraw its peacekeeping forces from the Sinai 
Peninsula. Within a week, Egyptian troops, equipped by the Soviet 
Union, were massing along the Israeli border. Egyptian artillery bat- 
teries blockaded the narrow Straits of Tiran, the gateway to Israel’s 
southern port of Eilat, effectively closing the waterway. Israel, 
declaring that free passage through the straits was guaranteed by 
international agreement, branded the Egyptian blockade an act of 
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aggression. Meanwhile, other Arab states rallied behind Egypt and 
put their military forces on alert. Syria and Jordan, bordering Israel 
on the east, announced that their forces were committed to an alb 
out struggle with Israel, and several Arab states with no land border 
with Israel — Iraq, Kuwait, and Algeria — sent military units to stand 
with Egyptian and Jordanian forces. 

Egypt was buoyed by popular backing in the Arab world and the 
Soviet bloc. The Egyptian military was well supplied. Nasser could 
afford to wait. Israeli government and military insiders were con- 
vinced that talk of a compromise solution was only diplomatic code 
for forcing Israel into making concessions. The Israeli economy was 
wearing down as large numbers of its military reserves were called up 
for duty. With no talks on the horizon and no hope of an Egyptian 
rollback, the military option grew more and more credible . 6 

Israeli military planners might have been satisfied that they 
could handle any Arab threat, but Jews in Canada, like many 
around the world, feared the worst. Israel was being forced into bat' 
tie — one that might be its last. As their desperation grew, Diaspora 
Jews rallied in support of Israel. In no other period of modern Jewish 
history was the consciousness of Jews worldwide so at one with 
Israel. Many who had taken pride in their emancipation from the 
narrow strictures of Jewish parochialism were suddenly drawn back 
to a dormant sense of Jewishness. Those with no previous attach- 
ment to Israel, even former anti-Zionists, were inexplicably pulled 
to Israel’s side. They held their breath, wondering why, for the sec- 
ond time in a generation, the existence of a major Jewish commu- 
nity could hang by a thread and nobody but Jews seem to care. And 
if a liberal, democratic Israel could be destroyed, what reason was 
there to believe that Jews anywhere would be safe? It had happened 
once in living memory. Now it was happening to the very state that 
had taken in so many Holocaust survivors. 

In Montreal, Winnipeg, Vancouver, Ottawa, and Toronto, 
young Jewish men and women lined up to go to Israel, intending to 
volunteer on farms or take up the slack in the public service created 
as many were called up for military duty. Rubin Feld joined a group 
of doctors who volunteered to go. Other Canadian Jews dug deep 
and millions of dollars were collected . 1 
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Anxiety suddenly turned to exhilaration. Israel delivered a 
hammer-blow assault on Egypt, Jordan, and Syria on June 5, 1967. 
A massive pre-emptive Israeli air attack demolished the Egyptian air 
force. Most Egyptian aircraft didn’t even get off the ground. While 
Arab radio broadcast martial music and reported fictitious Arab vic- 
tories on the battlefield, Israel ruled the sky. It took Israeli ground 
forces only three days to overrun the Sinai Peninsula. After Jordan 
and Syria halfheartedly entered the battle, Israel took another three 
days to occupy the West Bank of the Jordan River and East 
Jerusalem, formerly under Jordanian control, and wrest control of 
the Golan Heights from Syria. Israel stood victorious. For Canadian 
Jews, like Jews in other Western countries, the mixture of relief and 
joy at Israel’s victory acted as a shot of communal adrenaline, revi- 
talizing Canadian Jewish institutional life and cementing Canadian 
Jewish commitment to Israel’s well-being and to the well-being of 
all oppressed Jews. 

It is an irony of Canadian Jewish history that in the very 
moment of their euphoria at Israel’s 1967 victory in the Six-Day 
War, Canada’s approximately 200,000 Jews, like the Felds, had also 
never felt more Canadian: the year of Israel’s victory marked 
Canada’s centennial. The national mood was upbeat and the opti- 
mism was infectious. As the world beat a path to Expo 67 in 
Montreal, Canadian Jews were swept along in the exuberant expec- 
tations of Canada’s boundless tomorrow. They truly believed the 
second half of the twentieth century belonged to Canada and, as 
Canadians, that future belonged to them too. The walls of exclusion 
were crumbling. In business, law, medicine, the arts, the academy, 
and local and regional government, Canadian Jews were accepted as 
never before. 8 By the late 1960s, Jews in Canada were confidently 
moving from the margins to the centre of civic life, comfortable as 
Canadians and as Jews. 9 From this emerged a new sense of empow- 
erment. No longer in Canada by sufferance but by right, Jewish 
community activists began organizing and lobbying on issues close 
to the Jewish heart. 

Judy and Rubin Felds’ commitment to Israel and their Jewishness, 
heightened by the 1967 war, found expression in the Jewish Defence 
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League. The JDL, with its anti-establishment message of muscular 
Judaism, came out of the American Jewish scene of the late 1960s. 
The organization had no presence in Canada. Canadian Jewry con- 
sidered themselves well served by a single overarching organization, 
the Canadian Jewish Congress, headquartered in Montreal with a 
number of semi-autonomous regional divisions across the country. 
Every shade of Jewish life — religious and secular, Zionist and non- 
Zionist, right and left — was represented under the Congress 
umbrella. Both inside and outside the Jewish community, the orga- 
nization was regarded as the authoritative and representative polit- 
ical voice of Canadian Jewry. While splinter groups were not 
unknown, new populist voices in Canadian Jewish life were typi- 
cally absorbed into Congress. 10 

The controversial, right-wing firebrand Rabbi Meir Kahane and 
several supporters established the Jewish Defence League in New 
York in 1968. The JDL found fertile ground in the growing turmoil 
of urban America. Black America was in revolt, and inner-city riots 
spread across the nation. Resistance to the Vietnam War was being 
organized on university campuses. Hope for political solutions from 
within the system was shaken by the murders of Robert Kennedy 
and Martin Luther King. 

Many well-educated, young, and affluent American Jews 
opposed the war in Vietnam and joined in solidarity with black 
community protest. But many less affluent inner-city Jews had been 
left behind by the economic success that had swept so many of 
their confreres into the primarily white suburbs. They were appre- 
hensive about being overrun by blacks as their neighbourhoods 
became more and more racially polarized and dispossessed in the 
name of school and workplace integration. The JDL built on their 
fears of a growing racial divide and on the heightened Jewish pride 
and new “tough Jew” image produced by Israel’s victory in the 1967 
war. The JDL promised militant intervention in defence of 
American Jews who were too poor or too weak to protect them- 
selves. Kahane translated this self-styled guardianship of inner-city 
Jews into stewardship of other Jewish causes. On behalf of Soviet 
Jewry, he declared war on Soviet interests and institutions in the 
United States. 
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Many in the Jewish mainstream rejected Kahane’s bare-knuck- 
led style, undisciplined rhetoric, and go-it-alone tactics, but he was 
a magnet for publicity. Even though the coverage was not always 
flattering, the charismatic Kahane knew what the media said was 
less important than the fact that they said something. He dismissed 
negative attacks as orchestrated by a Jewish establishment who, he 
claimed, had abdicated its responsibility to protect inner-city Jews 
while currying favour with black leaders. He attacked Jewish leaders 
for turning their backs on Soviet Jews who cried out for help. 
Kahane’s shrill voice and politics of the street made good press and 
brought in money and followers, but many who rallied to his call did 
not stay long. They were disillusioned by his leadership style or lack 
of coherent plan of action beyond fist-shaking confrontation. In the 
end, a Kahane biographer later noted: 

Kahane is always left with those on the fringes of society: teenagers 
from broken homes; drug addicts; ha’alei tshuvah — Jews who have 
recently returned to Orthodox Judaism and have abandoned their for- 
mer lifestyles; residents of deteriorating neighborhoods in the United 
States and of development towns in Israel; unemployed; Arab haters; 
the unbalanced, looking for action." 

The twin catalytic agents of the Vietnam War and the urban 
black revolution were absent in Canada. So why did Kahane strike a 
responsive note with some in the Canadian Jewish community? In 
part, Kahane’s swashbuckler image attracted a small group of 
Canadian Jews who admired his anti-establishment message. There 
might have been be no threat to inner-city Canadian Jews, but some 
people were always ready to believe that antisemitism was a constant 
danger that the Canadian Jewish establishment refused to address. 
They were excited by Israel’s resounding defeat of its Arab enemies 
in 1967 and demanded that Canadian Jewish leaders confront home- 
grown enemies, real or imagined, with the same decisiveness. 

In 1968, Rabbi Meir Kahane was invited to speak at Beth 
Tikvah synagogue, a growing, youthful, and Conservative congrega- 
tion in upper-middle-class suburban Toronto. Judy Feld, now a 
mother of two boys, attended the Kahane lecture as much out of 
curiosity as anything else. She pressed into the standing-room-only 
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gathering just as the JDL founder was about to speak. She was 
immediately swept up by the enthusiasm of the crowd and the 
charismatic message of aggressive Jewish particularism and militant 
activism that Kahane delivered. He challenged his audience to get 
personally involved. Evoking memories of the Holocaust, he 
declared his determination to never let it happen again. He 
exhorted those in the hall to rise up as Israel had in 1967 and join 
him in the fight for Jews and Jewish pride. Judy Feld was electrified. 
Headstrong and impressionable, the woman who had been that iso- 
lated Jewish girl from Sudbury suddenly felt empowered. Flushed 
with excitement, she slowly circled the group around Kahane after 
his speech until she found an opening. What, she asked Kahane, 
could any one person do to help save the Jewish people? “Join the 
JDL,” he replied. 

She did. Shortly after Kahane’s speech, Judy Feld read an ad in 
the Canadian Jewish News inviting all those who were interested in 
joining a Canadian wing of the JDL to attend an organizational 
meeting. To her surprise, she found herself the only woman amid the 
twenty or so men who showed up. The assembled group was very 
different from the image of street-hardened Jewish toughs projected 
by the JDL in the United States. The men who attended the 
Toronto meeting were young white-collar professionals and small 
businessmen who, like Judy, had been inspired by Kahane’s lecture 
at Beth Tikvah. They shared his belief that Jewish leaders only 
wanted to maintain their positions of privilege and were wilfully 
blind to the real issues facing the Jewish rank and file at home and 
abroad. Echoing Kahane, they asserted that it was up to ordinary 
Jews like themselves to take back control of the communal agenda 
and redefine Jewish destiny. 12 

Then and there Judy Feld joined the JDL and soon brought her 
husband into the organization. She became a member of the local 
executive, and between 1969 and 1971 she served as the JDL co- 
chair for Ontario. She also got to know Kahane personally. He came 
back to Toronto to help his newly organized JDL branch-plant 
attract a wider community following and build up a financial war 
chest. A major fundraising event was announced for the Murray 
House, a large Jewish banquet hall more given to weddings and bar 


16 



mitzvahs than political rhetoric. More than three hundred people 
filled the hall to hear the leader speak. Some who sympathized with 
the JDL message hut dared not be seen at a JDL-sponsored event 
quietly contributed money. 

Judy still remembers this time as one of the greatest experiences 
of her life. Kahane stayed with the Felds during his visit. An RCMP 
car conspicuously parked across the street from their house. There 
was a constant stream of supporters coming and going; talk was end- 
less and exciting. Kahane, who impressed Judy Feld as a fiery speaker 
in front of a crowd, proved surprisingly subdued and relaxed in pri- 
vate conversation. But what she remembers best was that Kahane 
“always had this passion. It was the passion that got to me. He had 
this pride for Jews .” 13 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Jews of 
Despair 

K AHANE FOCUSED his passion and that of his followers on 
the cause of Soviet Jewry. But he did not, as he claimed, 
single-handedly make it an issue. Mainstream Jewish lead- 
ers who were concerned that the radical right would run off with what 
was an increasingly emotional issue for American Jewry, had already 
brought to the cause the tactics of the American civil rights movement 
and the anti-Vietnam War protest in place of their usual quiet diplo- 
macy. Kahane’s critics have alleged that he was neither the originator 
nor the brains behind the JDL’s anti-Soviet campaign. Rather, he was 
a plucky, self-styled demigod who knew a marketable product when he 
saw one. Some even asserted that the scrappy street fighter was only the 
JDL’s figurehead while others with a broader vision, perhaps Israeli 
intelligence agents, masterminded his campaign. 

If Kahane was only a figurehead, he was an articulate one. The 
JDL’s clenched-fist logo and slogan Never Again, welding the cause 
of Soviet Jewry with raw memories of the Holocaust, was nothing 
short of brilliant. Quiet diplomacy, he warned, had not saved Jews 
during the Holocaust and it would not save them now. He called for 
high-profile and dramatic action to highlight the plight of Soviet 
Jews and give them hope. To do anything less was to be complicit in 
their oppression. In the United States, the JDL moved from words 
to sometimes violent confrontation. 

In Canada, the JDL moved from words to publicity stunts. 
During 1968 and 1969, the Toronto JDL, Judy Feld Carr remembers, 
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“decided to go public on the Soviet thing” and organized several 
events to dramatize the Soviet Jewish cause. The Toronto JDL was 
more flamboyant and attracted more media attention than the 
slowly mobilizing campaign of the Canadian Jewish Congress. 

When a Soviet ballet troupe visited Toronto, the JDL picketed 
the event and handed out flyers denouncing Soviet abuses of human 
rights. In front of the media, the JDL and other activists attempted 
to shame ticket holders, some of them prominent members of the 
Jewish community, into tossing away their tickets and joining the 
picket line. When a large Soviet freighter docked in Toronto har- 
bour, the JDL set up a film projector and screened a movie about the 
oppression of Soviet Jews on the white-painted hull of the ship. It 
was great theatre. 

The signature event in the JDL’s effort to highlight the cause of 
Soviet Jewry came in October 1971, during a nine-day visit of the 
Soviet prime minister, Alexei Kosygin, to Canada. After years of 
mistrust and hostility, the Cold War was showing the first signs of a 
thaw. For both Canada and the Soviet Union, a thaw promised 
rewards in increased trade, travel, and scientific co-operation. The 
Kosygin visit, which followed an earlier trip to the Soviet Union by 
Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau, was hailed as the 
opening of a new era of detente. 

Kosygin’s itinerary included a mixture of formal meetings with 
Canadian government leaders in Ottawa and a series of less formal 
visits to other Canadian cities for special events and meetings with 
leaders in business, industry, and finance. As planned, Kosygin and 
his party first arrived in Ottawa and then proceeded to Montreal, 
Vancouver, and Edmonton. The last stop on the Kosygin itinerary 
was Toronto, where the highlight of his Toronto visit was to be a 
black-tie banquet given by the Canadian Manufacturers’ Associa- 
tion in the Great Hall of the futuristic-looking Ontario Science 
Centre. 

Security for the Kosygin trip to Toronto was tighter than for any 
previous distinguished visitor in Canadian history, including mem- 
bers of the Royal Family. A security team made up ot the RCMP, 
the Ontario Provincial Police, and the Toronto police, working in 
co-operation with Soviet security officials, wrapped a protective 
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blanket around Kosygin and his party. Security officials knew the 
visit would generate peaceful protest, and where possible, they 
worked with protest groups to ensure that demonstrations did not 
breach security or threaten public safety. Security officials were con- 
cemed that anti-Communist groups from dispossessed minorities 
who had immigrated to Canada from the Soviet Union and its satel- 
lites since the Second World War were a threat to the Soviet leader. 

They had reason to worry. In Ottawa, as Trudeau and Kosygin 
walked from the main entrance of the Parliament Buildings to a 
waiting car, an anti-Communist Hungarian refugee broke through 
police lines. Before police could grab him, the protester tackled 
Kosygin. The Soviet leader was shaken but unharmed. The assault, an 
embarrassment to Canadian officials, was seen on television around 
the world and underscored the threat posed by demonstrators. 

Eastern European anti-Communist groups received approval for 
a mass demonstration on the street in front of the Ontario Science 
Centre on the night of the Kosygin banquet. The Canadian Jewish 
Congress also seized on the Kosygin visit to publicize the plight of 
Soviet Jewry. The issue for the Jewish community was the human 
rights of Jews in the Soviet Union, not the particular ideology of the 
state, and they rejected overtures to join in one mass event in front 
of the Science Centre. Instead, Congress organized its own separate 
demonstration. Twelve thousand members of the Jewish community 
gathered in a suburban park. In a light drizzle, carrying signs reading 
Let My People Go, the crowd began a half-mile protest march to a 
large park across the street from Kosygin’s hotel. There, amid a sea 
of signs and glowing candles, Elie Wiesel addressed the crowd. 
Wiesel, a Holocaust survivor and author of The Jews of Silence, a 
1966 book about the awakening of Jewish identity in the Soviet 
Union, appealed for Jews in the North American Diaspora to support 
this modern-day miracle. 1 After Wiesel finished speaking, several 
thousand people, largely young adults, organized an all-night vigil. 
The rest of the crowd quietly dispersed. 

Judy and Rubin Feld and other JDL stalwarts had their own 
strategy to publicize the plight of Soviet Jews: they intended to dis- 
rupt the Kosygin banquet itself. A wealthy Jewish businessman and 
JDL supporter who was invited to the banquet passed on his two 


20 



vvell'positioned banquet tickets to a member of the JDL executive. 
As part of the plan, Judy ordered a red suit from a dressmaker and 
had a matching banner-size length of cloth silk-screened with the 
Russian word for freedom, SVOBODA, Freedom for Soviet Jews, 
and the hammer and sickle. The secret banner became the kerchief 
of the red outfit she would wear into the banquet. 

Judy had originally planned to attend the banquet with her JDL 
co-chair, a hospital pharmacist. Just days before the event, the exec- 
utive of the Toronto JDL decided that Judy should not go. Rubin 
was negotiating a licence to operate a nursing home. The primarily 
white-collar professionals on the executive understood that Judy’s 
arrest might put the licence approval at risk, and there were other 
JDL members only too ready to step in. Reluctantly, she passed the 
red suit on to her replacement. 

On the night of the banquet, the Felds, their young son Alan, 
and a band of other JDL supporters carrying Soviet Jewish protest 
signs joined the crowd of anti-Communist demonstrators in the 
street facing the Science Centre. Meanwhile, the two JDL activists 
with banquet tickets made their way into the building with the 
other invited guests. They passed through the tight security checks 
and took their seats for the dinner. At the appointed moment, with 
the world press and television cameras recording the event, the two 
stood up and unfurled the kerchief. Police and security agents were 
on them in an instant, and they were quickly hustled out — but not 
before they had made their point to an audience of millions. “It 
made Russian television, world television, all of the newspapers 
from page three of the New York Times to Maclean’s to page one of 
the Star and the Globe and everything else.... We [the JDL] were 
made .” 2 

Later that evening at the Feld house, the mood was festive. 
Media coverage spotlighted the Soviet Jewry issue, but even more 
important to the small group who gathered at the Feld home, it 
spotlighted the audacity of the JDL. Canadian Jewish Congress 
leaders were furious. The stunt had been effective, but costly. It had 
eclipsed the larger community demonstration, and even worse, 
Congress leaders claimed that it had pulled the attention of the 
media away from the plight of Soviet Jewry. Congress insiders were 
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not about to forgive the headline-grabbing JDL upstarts for stealing 
the show. 

The Science Centre episode was a last hurrah for the original group 
who had first formed the JDL branch in Toronto. By the time of the 
Kosygin visit, the Soviet Jewry campaign had become a centrepiece 
of Jewish community concern, and the JDL lost their special reason 
to champion the cause. Interest in the JDL, Judy Feld Carr recalls, 
“sort of dried up.” Founding members drifted away and the leader- 
ship of the JDL was left to others. 3 

Members of the original inner circle of the Toronto JDL turned 
to other things. Many redirected their energy inward, to families 
and careers. Rubin and Judy Feld now had three children, two boys, 
nine and six, and a one-year-old daughter. By 1971, Rubin not only 
had an active medical practice but he and a partner were also 
involved in building their licensed nursing home. Judy, who had fin- 
ished her master’s degree in music education at the University of 
Toronto in 1968, was busy juggling motherhood and a career. 

But for some of the JDL firebrands, including the Felds, the pull 
to Jewish activism and the excitement of protest were not so easily 
set aside, and they were gradually drawn to related causes. For Rubin 
Feld it was Syrian Jewry. Why Syrian Jewry? Looking back, Judy 
believes it was a natural extension of his JDL experience and the 
influence of Meir Kahane. In 1970, during a second stay in the Feld 
home, Kahane had told them about the problems of Syrian Jews and 
condemned mainstream Jewish leaders for their neglect of another 
oppressed community. Syrian Jews endured in isolation as the most 
oppressed outpost of Diaspora Jewry, and world Jewish leaders did 
not care about their suffering. The JDL had a track record of stirring 
up Jewish protest. They had succeeded with Soviet Jews. Why not 
Jews in Arab lands? 

Kahane was long on bravado but short on fact. Jewish leaders 
were far from ignorant of the situation of Jews in Arab lands. In 
1969, the same year that Judy and Rubin Feld joined the JDL, a 
crisis of Iraqi Jews was high on the Canadian Jewish agenda. The sit- 
uation of the small Iraqi Jewish population had deteriorated rapidly 
after Israel’s victory in the 1967 Six-Day War and the Ba’ath Party’s 
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accession to power in Iraq under Hassan al-Bakr in July 1968. To 
consolidate its control by eliminating its foes and warning others of 
its iron-fisted response to any opposition, the Iraqi regime 
announced that it had smashed a Zionist spy ring. A “revolutionary 
tribunal” held secret trials, found fourteen men, mostly Jews, guilty 
of treason, and sentenced them to death by public hanging. 
International appeals for clemency and for a review of the trial pro- 
ceedings and evidence fell on deaf ears. 

At dawn on January 27 [1969], the men were hanged, one by one, 
from tall wooden gallows in a macabre celebration in Liberation 
Square. They were dressed in red prison garb.... Baghdad Radio sum- 
moned the mob to “come and enjoy the feast.” Some 500,000 men, 
women and children paraded and danced past the scaffolds and 
through the city to rhythmic chants of “Death to Israel” and “Death 
to All Traitors.” 4 

The public hangings did not end the reign of terror. Further 
arrests, sham trials, and executions of alleged Israeli spies left the 
few thousand Jews of Iraq terrified. The Canadian government 
joined in the condemnation of the Iraqi executions. But Israeli and 
Western Jewish leaders knew that the sounds of condemnation 
would not remove one Iraqi Jew from danger. In Iraq it was open 
season on Jews. Individuals were kidnapped and never heard from 
again. Jewish property was confiscated or looted. Jews were removed 
from jobs, barred from educational institutions, and denied the pro- 
tection of the law and the police. 5 

Without an immediate reversal in Iraqi policy, the only solution 
was to get the few thousand Jews out of harm’s way — out of Iraq. 
Since the Iraqi government was not about to permit its Jews to emi- 
grate to Israel, the answer was to arrange the wholesale emigration 
of Iraqi Jews to the West. 

A few days after the public hangings in Baghdad, Mitchell 
Sharp, Canadian minister of External Affairs, and Saul Hayes, exec- 
utive director of the Canadian Jewish Congress, met in Ottawa to 
discuss the possibility of Canada offering itself as a safe haven for 
Iraqi Jews. There was a timely precedent. Canada had just resettled 
twelve thousand Czechoslovak refugees displaced in 1967 and 1968 
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after Soviet forces trampled Alexander Dubcek’s reformist regime, 
crushing any hopes of democratization that had flowered during the 
short-lived Prague spring. During question period in the House of 
Commons, the Conservative foreign affairs critic had asked the 
External Affairs minister why Jews of Iraq and other Arab lands 
should not get the same kind of welcome Canada had given Czechs 
and Slovaks. The minister had replied that the government was giv- 
ing the matter “serious consideration.” 6 

The minister was saying as much as he dared in public about a 
Canadian plan to intercede in support of the emigration of Iraqi 
Jews. Sharp had given the green light to officials in External Affairs 
and the Department of Immigration to hammer out a scheme that 
might convince the Iraqi government to allow Iraqi Jews to emi- 
grate to Canada. 

The obstacles to any successful resettlement plan were formida- 
ble. No plan would work if Iraq was not prepared to let the Jews 
leave. Would representations on behalf of Iraqi Jews be regarded as 
meddling in Iraq’s internal affairs or as a sign that the West was 
bowing to Jewish interests. 7 In the charged political climate of the 
day, either of these conclusions by Iraqi authorities might jeopardize 
the very Jews Canada intended to help. And could a Canadian 
approach to Iraq be kept quiet? Iraq would not co-operate in any 
mass departure of its Jews if it meant international discussion of its 
human rights record. 

If an approach to Iraq was to work, should the first approach be 
made though an intermediary — perhaps the Red Cross or the 
United Nations high commissioner for refugees? Would other 
Western countries join in a Canadian initiative? Holland and New 
Zealand were flagged as possible partners. Would the government of 
Iraq allow the Jews to leave without guarantees that they would not 
end up in Israel? Under Canadian law, it was impossible to refuse 
individuals the right to leave Canada for another country that wel- 
comed them. What role would the Canadian Jewish community 
play in a Canadian resettlement program? 7 

At a meeting with Canadian Jewish Congress leaders on 
February 14, 1969, the minister of External Affairs pledged his 
department’s co-operation. But the Jewish community had to 
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choose between “publicity and ‘practical results.’” The Canadian 
initiative could not be turned into a propaganda bonanza for them- 
selves or for Israel. Congress leadership agreed. A week later, the 
issue of the movement of Iraqi jews to Canada was presented to 
Cabinet. Cabinet was supportive but cautious, suggesting that 
Canada’s approach to Iraq be not only for Jews from Iraq but for 
Muslims as well. This would allow the Jews to leave without Iraq 
having to acknowledge that Jews were being granted any special 
privileges . 8 

An interdepartmental committee started working on a detailed 
plan of action. But the likelihood of a Canadian initiative co-ordi- 
nated with one or more like-minded states was disappearing. The 
Dutch concluded that any direct approach to the Iraqis would be 
counterproductive . 9 The Canadian officials were increasingly con- 
cerned that the Dutch might be right, but they continued trying to 
iron out problems in the plan. 

External Affairs officials favoured waiving routine immigration 
procedures to get the movement of Jews out of Iraq started, but 
Immigration officials were reluctant to set aside their rules and reg- 
ulations. They all agreed, however, to propose that the UN high 
commissioner for refugees be asked to make the first approach to 
Iraq on Canada’s behalf. The high commissioner might be able to 
sell the Iraqis on the benefits of letting a group of people who might 
be causing their government concern emigrate to Canada. 

Officials recommended that no publicity be given to the scheme 
until it had either been rejected by the Iraqi government or 
accepted and implemented . 10 However, even if the proposal was 
accepted, the Iraqi government could not be expected to let the 
Jews know about the emigration program, and the Canadian gov- 
ernment would not be welcome to do so. Here was a role for the 
Jewish community through its international connections . 11 

The proposal that eventually went to Cabinet for approval 
called on Canada to approach the problem of Jews in Iraq as a nor- 
mal immigration movement, but also underscored the need for 
diplomatic talks with the Iraqi government to ensure both its co- 
operation and a guarantee of safety for Jews applying to go to 
Canada. The Jewish Immigrant Aid Society (J IAS) would provide 
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appropriate assistance to Iraqi Jews who arrived in Canada and 
ensure that these immigrants would be cared for without major pub- 
lic cost. 

The proposal was confirmed by Cabinet on June 26, 1969, but 
in the end, the Canadian initiative was superseded by events. 12 The 
international outcry that began with the hangings in Baghdad may 
have convinced the Iraqi regime that its assault on the small Jewish 
community was doing it more harm than good. The reign of terror 
had succeeded in consolidating the regime’s hold on power by elim- 
inating or silencing opponents. By late 1969, a more confident Iraqi 
regime felt free to turn its attention to other problems, such as 
exploiting Iraq’s potential oil wealth, dealing with a separatist threat 
from Iraqi Kurds, and improving Iraq’s profile internationally. 

Iraqi officials granted Jews permission to leave. Some Iraqi Jews, 
too terrified to wait for an exit visa or not believing that official per- 
mission to leave Iraq would ever be granted, secretly headed north 
into Kurdish areas. Sympathetic Kurds with connections to Israel, 
which reportedly supplied arms to Kurdish rebels, helped smuggle 
Jews out of Iraq. The Iraqi regime may even have turned a blind eye 
to the illegal passage. Whatever Jews could not carry with them, 
they left behind. Once out of Iraq, most Iraqi Jews made their way 
to Israel with the assistance of Israeli authorities. Others immigrated 
elsewhere, some to the United States, some to Holland, and some 
to Canada. 

The horrific situation of Syrian Jewry was also an issue of concern 
for both Diaspora leaders and Israel. The 1967 Israeli victory which 
had brought recriminations against the Jews of Iraq also turned 
Syria against its small Jewish population. Syria had suffered humili- 
ating defeat at the hands of Israeli forces, and Syrian Jews dared take 
no public pleasure in Israel’s victory. Whatever relief and joy they 
savoured at the victory, the five thousand Jews of Syria knew that 
the price of their attachment to Israel would be high. And this is 
exactly what happened. Many Syrians made the small Jewish com- 
munity a scapegoat for their nation’s humiliation. Syrian Jews suf- 
fered wholesale attacks and state-sanctioned terror. There was a 
rush of arbitrary arrests and torture, public assaults, and looting and 
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confiscation of Jewish property. The entire community was sub- 
jected to restrictions on their freedom of movement, forcible quar- 
antine, harriers on economic activities, discrimination in education, 
and denial of access to medical facilities. There was no point in 
turning to the police or courts for protection: to he a Jew in Syria 
was to be judged an enemy of the state. 

Syria had its own warped logic in punishing Jews for the 
nation’s military defeat at the hands of Israel. Israel proclaimed itself 
the Jewish state and therefore Israel’s victories were hailed as Jewish 
victories. As the Syrian military licked its wounds, as Syrian parents 
buried their sons, as Jews stood as conquerors on occupied Syrian 
soil, as Jews around the world proclaimed Jewish unity, why should 
Syrians distinguish Syrian Jews from Jews elsewhere, from Israeli 
Jews, from the Zionist enemy? Syrians were unable to crush Jews on 
the battlefield, but at least they could crush them at home. 

Syria and its allies in the 1967 war were not only enraged by 
their defeat on the battlefield but by the fact that it was Jews who 
had caused Arab armies to suffer a humiliating loss of face. 
According to Raphael Patai, an Arabist and student of Middle 
Eastern cultures, Arab states know that in war there are winners and 
losers. The attack on Jewish minorities after the 1967 military 
defeat, he believes, came from a conviction that defeat by Jews left 
no room for honour. 

Losing to a greater opponent is an honourable defeat; to lose to Jews 
is something else again. “The Arabs have looked down on the Jews for 
many centuries. As long as they were subservient and behaved as the 
Arabs wanted, they were tolerated,” says Patai. “But to face the fact 
that these subservient people suddenly have changed and are strong 
enough to defeat us, this is a bitter pill to swallow .” 13 

Just three months after the Arab defeat, the World Islamic 
Congress met in the capital of Syria’s neighbour and ally, Jordan. 
The gathering passed a resolution sanctioning attacks on Jewish 
minorities in Arab lands. 

Jews in Arab Countries: The Congress is certain that the Jewish com- 
munities living in Islamic countries do not appreciate the Muslims’ 
good treatment and protection over the centuries.... The Congress 
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declares that the Jews residing in Arab countries who contact the 
Zionist circles or the State of Israel do not deserve the protection and 
care which Islam provides for the free non-Muslim subjects living in 
Islamic counties. Muslim Islamic Governments should treat them as 
aggressive combatants. Similarly, the Islamic peoples, individually and 
collectively, should boycott them and treat them as deadly enemies . 14 

As a survival strategy, Syrian Jews learned to keep their heads 
down. But this was not without cost. Extortion of Jews was so com- 
mon in Syria that Syrian Jews just accepted it as part of the cost of 
doing business, of getting by, of keeping the authorities at bay for 
another day. This was something that Jews shared with other 
Syrians who were easy prey to administrative greed and corruption. 
However, because Jews had no patrons or family connections in 
high places, they were particularly vulnerable. There was no short- 
age of Syrian officials ready to pocket that extra payment, that little 
gift for even the simplest service. As one Syrian Jew recalled bit- 
terly, “We were paying for the air we breathed .” 15 

With Syrian Jewish life so uncertain, so dangerous, and so bit- 
ter, most Jews wanted to leave, but a ban on Jewish emigration was 
rigidly enforced. Even temporary travel abroad on business, to visit 
family or for life-saving medical treatment unavailable in Syria, was 
impossible for Jews. Eventually, Syrian authorities would lift their 
absolute ban on temporary Jewish travel abroad, but to get authori- 
ties to even consider a humanitarian or business application for 
temporary travel abroad required lots of money — for extensive 
financial bonds that had to be put up against the traveller’s return 
and for bribery, gifts given to officials in hope of their assistance. 
Approval of an application to travel abroad temporarily for human- 
itarian reasons was another market commodity to be bought and 
sold, and if Jews wanted to buy, they had to pay premium prices. For 
all but the wealthiest Jewish merchants and their families, permis- 
sion for temporary travel abroad was as rare as it was expensive. 

When Jews could go abroad on a temporary visa, they were 
never allowed to travel in complete family units. A key family mem- 
ber — perhaps a mother or even a young child — was always held 
back as a hostage against the return of those who were allowed out. 
And what if someone did not return as promised? The remaining 
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family forfeited not only the cash bond deposited with the authori- 
ties hut often their freedom as well. Family members of those who 
did not return, sometimes even children, could be arrested and 
imprisoned as a punishment for those who were beyond the reach of 
Syrian authorities. There was no mistaking the warning to Jews who 
might not return: others would pay dearly. In spite of all this, and 
often with the blessing of parents who were willing to face prison if 
it bought freedom for children, some did not come back. 

Illegal escape appealed to those with meagre financial resources 
or to unmarried Jewish men. Often they made the risky journey in 
the company of a smuggler, likely more adept at trafficking in con- 
traband than in transporting people. For those who successfully 
escaped, it was worth the price they had to pay the smuggler. Once 
safely out of Syria, escapees usually made contact with the local 
Jewish community or clandestine Israeli operatives who helped 
them get to Israel. Those who were caught could expect prison and 
torture. 

Whatever Israel might do for them had to be done carefully; any 
contact between Syrian Jews and Israel was considered treasonous 
by the Syrian regime. With agents working in both Lebanon and 
Turkey and, no doubt, inside Syria, Israel monitored the situation of 
Syrian Jews and lobbied international organizations and friendly 
states to intervene on their behalf. Syrian Jews who managed to 
reach Israel were assisted in establishing new homes. 16 

The crisis of Jews in Arab lands was also a pawn in the Middle 
East political game. The Israeli occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, 
and the Golan Heights following the 1967 war left hundreds of 
thousands of Palestinian Arabs under Israeli jurisdiction. Arab 
states, eager to delegitimize the Israeli occupation and turn Western 
support away from Israel, pounced on charges of Israeli human rights 
violations in the occupied territories. In the battle of comparative 
and competitive human rights violations, the treatment of the Jews 
of Syria was a counterpoint to Arab accusations of human rights 
violations by Israel. 

Even in its propaganda battle with Syria, the Israeli govern- 
ment had to be circumspect so as not to compromise the safety of 
Syrian Jews. But individual Israelis and groups organized and spoke 
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out on behalf of Jews in Syria and other Arab lands, sustaining 
Israel’s propaganda effort. The main Israeli advocate for Jews in 
Arab lands was the World Organization of Jews from Arab 
Countries (WOJAC), headquartered in Tel Aviv. WOJAC was dis- 
missed by some as the handmaiden of Israeli government propa- 
ganda, and by others as a noisy, single-interest lobby group, a 
squeaky wheel pushing Israel and Jewish organizations for more 
activism on behalf of Arab Jews. Guilty on both counts, WOJAC 
was still a significant publicist for these issues. The organization 
gathered and distributed information on the situation of Jews in 
Arab lands, lobbied the Israeli government to be more responsive 
to the Israeli settlement problems of these Jews, and pressed for 
compensation from Arab countries for property left behind or 
taken from Jews who had left. In publications and conferences in 
Israel and abroad, WOJAC profiled the plight of Jews, like those in 
Syria, who were still in Arab lands. 17 

Despite Kahane’s JDL rhetoric, Jewish organizations outside 
Israel did take up the cause of Syrian Jews. In 1971, the World 
Jewish Congress, headquartered in Paris, acknowledged that “apart 
from the Jewish problem in Soviet Russia, the Syrian plight has 
become our problem No. 2.” 18 In the wake of the 1969 Baghdad 
hangings, a Committee of Concern for Jews in Arab Lands was orga- 
nized in the United States under the wing of the American Jewish 
Committee. The AJC prided itself on being non-Zionist and 
remained determined to make clear that it was not acting as an agent 
of Israel. Originally founded in 1906 to prevent the infraction of the 
civil rights of Jews in any part of the world, over the years, the AJC 
continued to organize on behalf of Jews facing oppression. It was only 
natural that it should also organize on behalf of the Jews of Syria. 

The Committee of Concern was set up as an independent, non- 
denominational committee with no formal ties to the Jewish com- 
munity. 19 A non-Jew, the retired U.S. Army General Lucius D. Clay, 
was installed as chair. This was not the first time that the much- 
respected and decorated General Clay reached out to Jews in dis- 
tress. He had been a ranking American field officer directly involved 
in the liberation of Nazi concentration camps. As the American 
military commander in post-war occupied Europe, he was also 
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reportedly in sympathy with the survivors — a fact that set him apart 
from many others in the highest ranks of the military. 20 Once hack 
in civilian life, Clay became a partner in Lehman Brothers, a major 
New York investment firm. Among the senior partners in Lehman 
Brothers was Oran Lehman, who was active in the AJC. After Clay 
had agreed to head the Committee of Concern, his involvement 
was hands-on, unlike that of many of the other prominent non-Jews 
who lent their names to the committee’s letterhead and board. 
Under Clay, the committee received a budget from the AJC and an 
AJC staff member, George Gruen, was seconded part-time to sup- 
port their work. 

The Clay Committee of Concern became the model for similar 
ones elsewhere, especially in France. Of all Western states, France 
had the longest and most intricate relationship with Syria, going 
back through the pre-war years when Syria and neighbouring 
Lebanon fell under French colonial administration. After Syrian 
independence in 1946, France retained a proprietorial interest. 
Although Syria looked to the Soviet Union for economic and mili- 
tary assistance, Syria also regarded France as its window on the West. 

Shortly after the American Committee of Concern got off the 
ground, Alain Poher, president of the French Senate, visited Clay. 
Poher was the second most powerful political figure in France and 
was politically at odds with President Charles de Gaulle. In contrast 
to de Gaulle, who was actively courting Arab favour, Poher, with 
a large Sephardi Jewish population in his southern France con- 
stituency, was widely regarded as soft on Israel and a hard-liner on 
human rights abuses in Arab states. When approached by members 
of the French Jewish community to lead a committee similar to that 
of Clay, he did not hesitate. 21 As a first step in furthering the cause 
of Jews in Arab lands, he and Clay agreed to organize an interna- 
tional conference in Paris. 

In early 1970, the International Conference for the Deliverance 
of Jews in the Middle East, presided over by Alain Poher, convened 
in Paris. Representatives from twenty-five countries participated, 
including several Canadian Jewish Congress delegates, and the con- 
ference was well covered in the international press. The most dra- 
matic moment came at a press conference when a recent Jewish 
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escapee from Syria, wearing a face mask to protect her identity and 
the safety of family she left behind, spoke to the press and delegates 
about the horrific conditions in which Syrian Jews lived. However, 
despite extensive deliberations, the conference did not produce any 
easy solutions. Delegates agreed that it was critical to keep the 
plight of Jews in Arab lands, and those in Syria in particular, in the 
Western eye. To this end, the conference established an interna- 
tional committee headed by Poher and mandated to encourage the 
organization of active Committees of Concern in all Western coun- 
tries. It was understood that these committees would be most effec- 
tive if their membership included highly respected non-Jewish 
community and political leaders. 22 

Keeping non-Jewish participation up front, if only a name on a 
letterhead, was important so that the Committees of Concern would 
be viewed as distinct from Israeli interests and therefore Arab leaders 
would not be able to dismiss committee members as Israeli stooges. 
Israel also recognized the value of these committees in keeping atten- 
tion focused on the plight of Syrian Jews, and used its leverage to 
encourage Jewish communities worldwide to organize Committees of 
Concern with strong non-Jewish participation. Shortly after the Paris 
conference, the Israeli embassy in Ottawa started prodding the 
Canadian Jewish Congress to organize a Canadian Committee of 
Concern. Congress was unusually resistant to this request, cautious 
about the role such a committee might play and concerned about 
who would control it. What if independent-minded committee mem- 
bers opted for a form of protest that was not in keeping with 
Congress’s approach — quiet diplomacy? What is more, a Committee 
of Concern might undermine any Congress intervention on behalf of 
beleaguered Jews. In the Syrian case, Congress was convinced that 
the best course was to use personal contacts to gently but firmly press 
the government to help resolve the problem. 

Congress was already in contact with Canadian officials on behalf of 
Albert Elia, the former secretary general of the small Lebanese 
Jewish community who, in September 1971, had been kidnapped in 
Beirut. Elia was widely acknowledged to have helped fellow Jews 
escape from Syria through Lebanon, and it was assumed that the 
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Muhabarat, Syria’s secret police, had whisked him off to prison in 
Syria to warn Lebanese jews to stop assisting Syrian Jews. 

Elia had two adult children living in Canada. Supported by 
Congress, Elia’s children requested that External Affairs intercede 
with the Syrian government on behalf of their father. 21 External 
Affairs agreed to contact Lebanese authorities but cautioned 
Congress to refrain from accusing the Syrian government of 
involvement in the kidnapping. The minister of External Affairs 
requested that Congress also refrain from publicizing the Syrian 
Jewish problem so that External Affairs would be seen as an honest 
broker rather than acting under pressure from Canadian Jewish 
interests. Putting Elia or Syrian Jewry into the spotlight, External 
Affairs warned Congress, might lead to Elia’s death. Satisfied that 
Canadian diplomats would make every possible effort on Elia’s 
behalf, Congress and Elia’s family agreed to remain silent. 24 

Unfortunately for Elia and his family, discreet Canadian 
inquiries and expressions of concern went nowhere. The Lebanese 
denied any knowledge of the kidnapped man’s whereabouts. While 
suspicions of Syrian involvement in the kidnapping were rife, reli- 
able information about where the older Elia was being held, his con- 
dition, or even if he was still alive was impossible to get. The family 
lived on rumours. With time passing and no useful feedback from 
External Affairs, Congress saw nothing further to be gained by 
silence. Elia’s daughter in Canada went public with her father’s 
story. In a press statement, she linked her father’s kidnapping to the 
ongoing oppression of Syrian Jewry. Her cause was immediately 
taken up and profiled by the Alain Poher group in Paris, and she 
appealed to UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim to intervene 
with the Syrian government. It was to no avail. While the campaign 
for the safe return of Elia generated a momentary media flurry and 
spotlighted the plight of Syrian Jews, Elia was never seen alive 
again. 25 

Early in 1971 Congress leaders in Montreal cautiously revisited the 
notion of forming a Canadian Committee of Concern, and Saul 
Hayes, Congress executive director, approached former prime min- 
ister John Diefenbaker, asking him if he would lend his name “to the 
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distinguished list of committee members who are in the main non- 
Jewish.” 26 Soon Congress was again having second thoughts. The 
organization might have responded to grassroots pressure from the 
rank and file to organize a committee, but there was no such pres- 
sure, not even from the growing Sephardi community in Montreal. 
Much of that community was relatively new to Canada, having 
arrived directly from North Africa or from North Africa via Israel. 
While their numbers swelled the ranks of the Montreal Jewish com- 
munity, they were not yet major players in the Jewish political 
arena. Few, if any, were from Syria and they had no first-hand expe- 
rience of the conditions there. 

And what would a Committee of Concern in Canada do any- 
way? It was unlikely that it could organize a campaign on behalf of 
Syrian Jews on a scale comparable to the campaign for Soviet Jewry. 
There was no significant contingent of Syrian Jews in Toronto or 
Montreal and there was no visible Syrian government presence — no 
embassy, no airline offices, no Syrian anything. And they couldn’t 
protest Canadian government inaction on the issue because 
Congress had already been assured that the Canadian government 
was onside. 

In contrast, the cause of Soviet Jews offered a smorgasbord of 
options for Jewish community activism. Deep historical and family 
connections existed between Jews in Canada and Jews in the Soviet 
Union. There were also Soviet diplomatic, institutional, cultural, 
and business connections that stood as ready targets of protest. Even 
if Canada was supportive of detente, in the Cold War climate of the 
day the Soviet Union was still the enemy of the West, Jews were 
hostages in the enemy camp, and much of Congress’s energy went 
into publicizing the oppression of Soviet Jews. 27 

But the Syrian committee idea refused to go away. In November 
1971, the influential Toronto rabbi Gunther Plaut wrote a short col- 
umn in the Canadian Jewish News about the terrible situation of 
Syrian Jews. He applauded the campaign on their behalf by 
Committees of Concern in the United States and France and sup- 
ported the creation of such a committee in Canada. In a letter to 
Alan Rose, Congress assistant executive director, Plaut volunteered 
to help set up a committee “along the line of the American and 
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French Committees which involve high level Christian leader- 
ship.” 28 

Rose and other Congress officials were still concerned that a 
high-profile Syrian Jewish campaign endorsed by Congress might 
“hamper the steps being taken by External Affairs in Syria at the 
moment,” and told Plaut to hold back. In response to yet another 
Israeli request that a Canadian Committee of Concern be estab- 
lished, one Congress spokesperson hinted that a Congress-directed 
campaign on behalf of Syrian Jewry would only be possible under 
the tightest Congress control. 29 

For all its reservations, Congress officials knew they could not 
appear to be indifferent to initiatives on behalf of Syrian Jews by 
world Jewish organizations. And if Congress did not take the lead, 
might that not leave open the door to less responsible community 
elements, like the JDL? As a result, Congress joined in setting 
aside the anniversary of the 1969 execution of eleven Jews in Iraq 
as a Day of Solidarity with Jews in Arab Lands. Rabbis across the 
country were urged to dedicate their Sabbath sermons on the 
Saturday proceeding the Day of Solidarity to the plight of these 
Jews. 30 

The Day of Solidarity also marked the opening of the Second 
International Conference on Jews in Arab Lands held in Paris. In 
the weeks leading up to the conference, there was a small flurry of 
activity focusing on Syrian Jewry. The American Committee of 
Concern under Clay issued a statement detailing the repressive con- 
ditions under which Syrian Jews lived. This was followed by a call 
to action on behalf of Syrian Jews by the influential Anti- 
Defamation League of the B’nai Brith and press coverage in the 
widely read Jerusalem Post and other major newspapers, including Le 
Monde and the Christian Science Monitor. A rally protesting the 
oppression of Syrian Jews was held in front of the UN building in 
New York, while inside the Israeli ambassador to the United 
Nations addressed the General Assembly on the issue. In Jerusalem, 
one thousand protesters paraded in a driving rain to shout their con- 
demnation of Syria’s treatment of its Jews. 31 

The Paris meetings attracted delegates from seventeen coun- 
tries, including a representative of the Canadian Jewish Congress 
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who attended as an observer. Alain Poher declared that in the past, 
“a virtual wall of silence has fallen upon this little community, 
which finds itself totally isolated from the outside world.” 32 The 
conference was designed to break that silence. At one key event the 
press, reported the New York Times, was allowed a “peek through the 
wall” that kept the plight of Syrian Jews out of public view. Two 
Jews, a man and a woman, were introduced as recent Jewish 
escapees from Syria. Again, to protect their families left behind in 
Syria, they were disguised and no photographs were permitted. In a 
packed ballroom of the Paris Hilton Hotel, they spoke through a 
translator and described how the Syrian Jewish community mem- 
bers were kept prisoners in their own homes, subject to arbitrary 
arrest, torture, and denial of even the most basic human rights. In 
the previous month, the two had presented evidence to an 
Independent Commission of Inquiry. Transcripts of their testimony 
were distributed. 33 

Conference organizers were disappointed that the French press 
did not give them much coverage, but the meetings were featured 
prominently in foreign papers, including the New York Times and in 
the international edition of the Jerusalem Post. At the end of the 
conference, Syrian Jews were promised that their cause would be 
taken up by international human rights organizations and become 
the centrepiece of the world Jewish agenda. This pledge turned out 
to have a hollow ring, but through January and February 1972 the 
Syrian Jewish cause was the subject of a joint action plan put for- 
ward by the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish 
Organizations and the World Conference of Jewish Organizations. 
That same year, Syrian Jews were the topic of a widely reported 
debate in the Israeli Knesset and an address by the Israeli minister 
of police to the 28th World Zionist Congress in Jerusalem. One 
press report optimistically claimed that the plight of “Jews held cap- 
tive in Syria” was finally moving out of the shadows to become a 
major international humanitarian concern. 34 

With Syrian Jews now very much in the Jewish public eye and 
the Israelis continuing to put considerable pressure on the Canadian 
Jewish Congress to publicize this matter, Congress officials again 
debated how to proceed. All agreed it was necessary to support the 
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international Jewish outcry on behalf of Syrian Jews, but the orga- 
nizational problems had not changed. There was still no focus for 
anti-Syrian protest in Canada and Congress officials concluded that 
organizing a major protest in Canada would not be worth the effort. 
It was better to continue the campaign on behalf of Soviet Jews, 
where the Canadian voice was more likely to have impact. This, 
some Congress officials argued, was not a case of favouring Soviet 
over Syrian Jews, but a case of making a positive contribution where 
possible. 

Others disagreed. If Syria was not the Soviet Union, neither was 
it Iraq. There had been no tangible payoff for remaining quiet about 
Syrian Jews. Maybe it was time to go public. Publicizing the Syrian 
Jewish problem was better than doing nothing. And if it also helped 
Israel in its battle of images with the Arab states, so much the better. 

Alan Rose still had reservations about Congress taking a higher- 
profile position on Syrian Jewry, but he could not deny that his 
advocacy of quiet diplomacy had not yielded results. With Jewish 
organizations worldwide issuing statements deploring the treatment 
of Syrian Jews, Congress could not be an exception. The organiza- 
tion agreed to take the lead among Canadian Jewish organizations 
and issue a public statement outlining its concern for Syrian Jewry 
and pledging to do all in its power to assist them. However, Rose 
cautioned that the statement should be vetted by “Mr. Mitchell 
Sharp [External Affairs] in view of our understanding with him.” 
Before it was released, the Congress statement on Syrian Jews was 
sent to External Affairs for review. The department requested that 
two paragraphs dealing with the inquiries that the department had 
made at the behest of Congress be deleted. This was done . 35 

Rose might have believed the deletions were requested to avoid 
accusations that the department was the handmaiden of Canadian 
Jews, but the truth is that External Affairs wanted any reference to 
Canadian intervention with Syria removed to ensure accuracy. The 
statement claimed that in response to discussions between Congress 
and External Affairs, the Canadian government had conveyed its 
concern to the government of Syria over that country’s treatment 
of its Jews. But Canada had only made general inquiries regarding 
Syrian Jews; it had never made any formal representations to 
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Syria. With regard to Albert Elia, in spite of what Congress officials 
believed, Canadian officials had never actually discussed his kid- 
napping with Syrian officials. They had only explored the Elia case 
with Lebanon, where Elia was a citizen. Canada had given the 
Lebanese assurances that it would be willing to accept Elia into 
Canada, the home of his children, if that would expedite his release, 
but nothing came of the offer. The Canadian government was con- 
cerned about the fate of Syrian Jews, but External Affairs held to the 
view that any direct approach to Syria might make the situation 
even worse for the Jews and undermine Canada’s ability to intercede 
on their behalf . 36 

So different were External Affairs’ and Congress’s understand- 
ings of their discussions that it is hard to believe they had been talk- 
ing to each other. And as Congress in Montreal cautiously edged 
toward a major public statement on behalf of Syrian Jewry, it would 
soon find that it no longer held a monopoly on the issue in Canada. 
While Congress dragged its heels on organizing a Committee of 
Concern, Rubin and Judy Feld decided to organize their own com- 
mittee in Toronto. Despite Congress’s self-declared monopoly on 
Jewish political action in Canada, they went about staking their 
own claim to the cause of Syrian Jewry. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


The Task at 
Hand 

R UBIN AND Judy Feld knew nothing about Canadian Jewish 
Congress discussions of Syrian Jewry. They were removed 
from Congress’s centre in Montreal, and they had also 
accepted Meir Kahane’s populist line that the Jewish establishment 
did not care about the Jews of Syria. Writing in the New York right- 
wing Jewish Press, Kahane charged Israeli and Diaspora leaders with 
hiding their inaction behind “expert advice” that protest “against the 
Syrians would lead to retaliation against Syrian Jews.” 

By this I [Kahane] mean that, just a few years ago the world and most 
Jews, for that matter, were totally ignorant of the plight of Soviet Jews 
and it was this ignorance — a product of Jewish silence — which was 
responsible for any action to save them, so today is there another 
silence, ignorance and, consequently, a failure to make significant 
progress on the question of Syrian Jews. By this I mean that just as a 
few years ago the desperation of Russian Jewry was not alleviated by 
the fears of what might happen in case of Jewish militancy, so today 
will there be little tangible salvation for the oppressed Jews of 
Damascus and Aleppo so long as Jews in the world fear to react. 

Kahane drew three telling conclusions from his comparison of the 
Soviet and Syrian situations: 

1) Silence and tepid respectable efforts that are timid and only occa- 
sional do not help in any great measure. 
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2) Only a campaign which publicised the problem will lead to the 
awakening of people and their organizing to free the Syrian Jews. 

3) Militancy does not hurt, but rather, is the swiftest and most effec- 
tive way to spotlight the problem. 1 

His attack on the Jewish establishment struck a responsive chord 
with Rubin Feld, but Rubin did not see himself leading a campaign 
in support of Syrian Jews. There was, however, no existing move- 
ment in Canada that he could join. 

When Rubin read Rabbi Gunther Plaut’s 1971 Canadian Jewish 
News article applauding the efforts of the Poher and Clay 
Committees of Concern and calling on the Canadian Jewish com- 
munity to organize a committee along the same lines, he wrote to 
the rabbi, offering to enlist. Rabbi Plaut replied encouragingly that 
a Canadian Committee of Concern was in the planning stages, and 
“you can rest assured that when it is established it will be brought to 
your attention.” Unfortunately, after the Canadian Jewish Congress 
in Montreal advised him of the need to favour quiet diplomacy over 
protest, the rabbi put his plan on hold. 2 

Unaware that Congress had poured cold water on Rabbi Plaut’s 
suggestion, Rubin Feld grew impatient and, after a few weeks, 
phoned the rabbi to renew his offer to help get a committee up and 
running. Rabbi Plaut explained that he now believed a special com- 
mittee on Syrian Jewry was unnecessary and insisted that the 
Canadian Jewish Congress had the issue well in hand. While 
Rubin’s obvious concern and offer of assistance were appreciated, 
there was nothing that needed to be done. 

Rubin was taken aback by what he regarded as a don’t-call-us- 
we’ll-call-you brush-off. He could not understand how Rabbi Plaut 
could say that the Canadian Jewish Congress had things in hand. 
Where were the protest demonstrations, the boycotts, the petitions? 
Where was the outcry on behalf of Syrian Jews? Rubin heard only 
silence. Kahane was obviously right. The Jewish establishment was 
all talk and no action. 

If Rabbi Plaut and the Congress crowd were reluctant to lead, 
Rubin concluded that he would have to. Jews were in distress. He 
was morally obliged to do all he could. The problem was what to do. 
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At least he could count on Judy for help. Looking back to the early 
days of the campaign, Judy remembers her role as that of junior part- 
ner to her husband. Others remember things differently. She hardly 
played a quiet second fiddle to Rubin. Judy was part of a twosome 
characterized not so much by a division of labour as by a difference 
in style. Ruhin was quiet, even a little shy. He was slow to anger and 
analyzed issues carefully, often consulting others for their sugges- 
tions. Like a gently flowing river, he tried to find ways to get around 
obstacles. Judy was outgoing, impulsive, single-minded, brash, even 
pushy. She had a high energy level and was often impatient with 
consultation and discussion. When anything got in the way, she 
plowed through it or pushed it aside. She found it difficult to work 
in a committee or to share authority with others, even those she 
could count on as loyal to her cause. Judy was sometimes like a bull 
in a china shop, but she had the drive and energy necessary to make 
things happen. The Felds made an oddly balanced team. Rubin’s 
quiet and often calming manner belied his passion for Syrian Jewry 
and he was effective in keeping Judy’s zest for action focused on the 
goal. Once she was committed to the cause, Judy Feld could not be 
deterred from moving it forward. The two were united in their con- 
viction that Syrian Jews needed them, that Syrian Jews were being 
left out in the cold by the callous indifference of mainstream Jewish 
leadership. 

But how to get started? Seeking practical advice, Rubin Feld 
called the Israeli consul in Toronto. Once the consul heard that the 
Felds were interested in Syrian Jewry, he agreed to see them. Israeli 
diplomats in Canada were still getting nowhere in pressing Congress 
to mount a public campaign. There was no harm in finding out what 
Rubin and Judy Feld had in mind and encouraging them if they had 
anything to offer. 

In late December 1971, Rubin and Judy Feld met with the con- 
sul, who decried the lack of any Canadian Jewish initiative on the 
issue. He applauded the Felds for their enthusiasm and sensitivity 
and encouraged them to shri gevalt (scream horrors) on behalf of 
Syrian Jewry. But the Felds did not get the tangible support and con- 
crete ideas they were hoping for. The consul encouraged Rubin and 
Judy to go ahead and organize a committee, but otherwise he offered 
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them nothing. They left the office with only a renewed conviction 
that something had to be done in Canada on behalf of Syrian Jews 
and that if they didn’t do it, the chances were that nobody would. 
Any plan of action was going to have to be their own . 3 

But where could they find the ideas and help they needed? 
The pair turned to the small circle of like-minded friends, some 
of whom had also drifted out of the Toronto JDL following the 
Kosygin demonstration. Several were prepared to lend a hand in 
organizing a Canadian Committee for the Rescue of Jews in Arab 
Lands. With Rubin as chair, planning meetings were held at the 
Feld home. A core circle of less than ten people soon grew to about 
thirty, including a number with no previous JDL links. None of 
them knew much about Syrian Jews, but they began with two 
assumptions: the Jews in Syria were oppressed and mainstream 
Jewish leaders were ignoring their plight. 

The group who met in the Feld home volunteered time, energy, 
and a little money. They quickly realized that it was important to 
position the cause of Syrian Jews as a human rights crusade. They 
needed to raise awareness of their fledgling committee both inside 
and outside the Toronto Jewish community and give it a non-sec- 
tarian, humanitarian profile. To accomplish this goal, they brought 
non-Jews on board, especially Christian clergymen and academics. 
Rubin recruited several local clergymen and others he knew 
through his medical practice. If these non -Jews who kindly lent 
their names to the committee’s letterhead were not the mainstays of 
Toronto’s religious, academic, or social establishment, at least they 
gave the committee the appearance of being non-denominational. 
And since none of them wanted to play an active role in the com- 
mittee, they would not get in the way. 

The core group weighed the relative merits of possible kickoff 
events for the campaign. They were looking for an event that would 
not be expensive to organize, that they could pull together quickly, 
and that would focus media and community attention — Jewish and 
non-Jewish — on the cause of Syrian Jews. A public demonstration 
in Toronto was ruled out. The issue of Syrian Jewry was not well 
enough understood to bring out a crowd, and there was no Syrian 
diplomatic mission in Canada to serve as a focus. What about orga- 


42 



nizing a protest outside the Canadian Jewish Congress’s offices to 
draw attention to Congress’s do-nothing policy? That too was 
rejected; the image of Jews attacking Jews on behalf of Jews was far 
too negative. Nearly out of options, the group hit on the idea of 
holding a “teach-in” on Syrian Jews. It might not be as splashy an 
event as a public demonstration, but it would start an information 
flow — something committee members needed as much as anyone 
else — and draw in more supporters. A small planning team was soon 
busy organizing the teach-in for February 20, 1972 — arranging logis- 
tics, speakers, publicity, and fundraising. 4 

The committee was buoyed by an editorial in the Canadian 
Jewish News endorsing the idea that a campaign on behalf of Syrian 
Jews comparable to that on behalf of Soviet Jews was past due. 
Under a headline declaring “World Action Needed to Save Syrian 
Jews from Destruction,” the Canadian Jewish News warned, “If 
Syrian Jewry is to escape another Holocaust, it will come about only 
by the impact of world opinion backed by positive world action.” It 
was the duty of world Jewry, including Canadian Jewry, to mobilize 
world opinion. 5 

The Felds, mistaking the editorial for a groundswell of interest, 
hoped that their teach-in would spark a movement like the cam- 
paign for Soviet Jews that the establishment would be forced to take 
up. Organizing a teach-in, however, posed the problem of locating 
reliable and up-to-date information on Syrian Jewry. Easier said 
than done. Rubin and his committee had good intentions but few 
connections. 

The Israeli delegation to the United Nations was a likely place 
to start looking for information. After some delay, the committee 
received a copy of the 1971 Israeli statement to the UN General 
Assembly meetings — useful but not enough. 6 Remembering Rabbi 
Plaut’s praise for the American and French Committees of Concern, 
Rubin Feld wrote to both General Lucius Clay and Alain Poher for 
information and program advice, proposing to “co-ordinate” but not 
“affiliate” his committee’s efforts with their own. To Clay, he 
explained that the newly organized Canadian group took shape 
“mainly because of Canadian indifference and silence regarding the 
sad plight of Arab Jewry, especially the imprisoned Jews of Syria.” To 
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Alain Poher, he complained that the problem of Jews in Arab lands 
“has received virtually no attention in Canada and all Canadians, 
Jews and non-Jews, are dismally ignorant of the grave predicament 
of the imprisoned Jewish communities in the Arab States." Rubin 
offered his committee as a Canadian clearing house for the distrib- 
ution of information on Syrian Jewry and he requested advice 
“regarding constructive activities pertaining to our Committee.” 

Clay’s response was cool and read like a form letter. While he 
applauded Rubin’s concern and promised to supply up-to-date 
information on the Syrian Jewish situation, Clay made no mention 
of Rubin’s offer of a special relationship nor his request for advice. 
At least Clay replied; Poher did not . 7 

The Felds were disappointed but undaunted. On the advice of 
Rabbi M. Mitchell Serels, the leader of a Sephardi congregation in 
Toronto and an early member of the committee, Rubin wrote to the 
Brooklyn-based Committee for the Rescue of Syrian Jews. Taking a 
swipe at the Jewish establishment, he complained, “For too long we 
in Canada have been apathetic and indifferent to the sad plight of 
Jews in Arab States.” The Committee for the Rescue of Syrian Jews 
was actually the organizational cover for one man, Abraham Dwek. 
Dwek was an energetic activist and successful businessman of Syrian 
Jewish origin who, like the Felds, was not allied with any main- 
stream Jewish organization. Originally from Aleppo and impas- 
sioned by the plight of Syrian Jews, he devoted his energy and 
considerable personal wealth to publicizing the Syrian Jewish cause. 
Dwek collected any information he could find on the problems of 
Syrian Jewry and, delighted to have Canadian customers for his 
material, he put the Felds on his mailing list. Before long, the com- 
mittee began receiving a constant flow of press clippings, model 
petitions, letters to politicians, press releases, and press advertise- 
ments. Dwek also offered the Felds advice on setting up a commit- 
tee and developing program strategies . 8 

In the first batch of material from Dwek, there was a reference 
to initiatives on behalf of Syrian Jews by the American Jewish 
Committee. Rubin promptly wrote to George Gruen, director of 
the organization’s Israeli and Middle East Affairs and the man sec- 
onded to the Clay Committee, who mailed him a kit of background 
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literature and an updated fact sheet on the situation of the Jews in 
Syria. Gruen also put Rubin’s committee on both the AJC and Clay 
Committee mailing lists for future information . 9 

Rubin and his committee now had enough to pull together an 
information package for the teach-in. However, they still needed 
speakers who could contribute to a discussion of Syrian Jewry. Three 
were hurriedly lined up. Two of them — Donald Keating, a former 
United Church minister in Toronto who had gained notoriety by 
openly challenging the alleged anti-Israel and antisemitic bias of 
the United. Church Observer, and Rabbi Mitchell Serels — were not 
experts on Syria. The main speaker would be Saul Friedman, pro- 
fessor of Middle East and ancient history at Youngstown University. 
Rubin had run across several articles the professor had written on 
Jews in Arab lands, but had no idea whether Friedman was a good 
public speaker or even if he had anything more than a passing aca- 
demic interest in the subject. Judy still recalls how surprised 
Friedman was to be invited to Toronto to address a teach-in on 
Syrian Jews. When he was asked whether he had ever spoken on the 
issue, Friedman responded that he had never met anyone who was 
interested in Syrian Jews. He agreed to come . 10 

Publicity got under way. The event was to be held at Toronto’s 
Beth Shalom synagogue. Information was spread mostly by word of 
mouth, though flyers were also posted in Jewish neighbourhoods 
and paid advertisements were placed in the Canadian Jewish News 
and the Toronto Star. The planning committee approached several 
Jewish community organizations, including local synagogues and 
the B’nai Brith, to publicize the event. Few did. Invitations were 
sent to every member of the federal Parliament and Ontario legisla- 
ture — “leaders of our great nation.” None came. The organizing 
committee compiled a list of prominent Jewish community leaders, 
and sent invitations to all of them. None came. Letters of regret, 
primarily from invited politicians, offered perfunctory expressions of 
concern for Syrian Jewry and other oppressed minorities, requested 
information, or asked to be kept informed — hardly the kind of mas- 
sive outpouring of enthusiasm the organizers had hoped for. 

The teach-in evening was forecast to be one of the coldest nights 
of the year. Some members of the planning committee worried that 
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the weather forecast was an omen. They had become disheartened 
in the days leading up to the event. There were few signs of inter- 
est. No high-profile political participants had promised to attend. 
The Canadian Jewish News told organizers that it would not even 
send a reporter to cover the teach-in. Insiders started lowering their 
estimate of how many people to expect. 

In an effort to encourage Jewish youth to attend, the organizers 
asked for support from the educational directors of several larger 
synagogues, including Beth Tzedec. The Felds were members of the 
Beth Tzedec congregation and Rubin had volunteered to head a 
synagogue committee on the needs of foreign Jewry. They offered a 
free dinner at the synagogue before the teach-in to any school age 
youth who would attend. And remembering the political dictum to 
always book a room that comfortably holds only half the number of 
people expected to give the impression of overflowing interest, some 
organizers wondered whether they should switch the event from the 
large sanctuary at Toronto’s Beth Shalom synagogue to a smaller 
room. Police security arranged for the event appeared excessive. As 
the doors opened, nobody knew quite what to expect. 

It was a relief when the three main speakers arrived and the first 
people began drifting in out of the night cold. To the delight of an 
anxious planning committee, the sanctuary began to fill. To their 
amazement, when the teach-in began, the sanctuary was packed 
with more than seven hundred participants. Each person was offered 
a pin with a yellow star, bordered in red and emblazoned with the 
words “Free Syrian Jews,” a twelve-page pamphlet, and a “Fact 
Sheet: Condition of the Jews in Syria” containing material pulled 
together from the international press. Postcards calling on “Syrian 
authorities to cease their persecution of the Jewish minority, to 
release those unjustly imprisoned, and to permit those Jews who 
wish to emigrate to do so” and addressed to Hafez al-Assad, presi- 
dent of the Republic of Syria, were distributed for signatures. 11 

The teach-in got off to a slow start, but interest remained high 
for a program that was top heavy in speeches and light on opportu- 
nities for discussion. Members of Toronto’s small Sephardi Jewish 
community, informed of the teach-in by Rabbi Serels, turned out in 
deference to their rabbi. For some of them, their concern was not so 
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much an expression of solidarity with oppressed Jews as it was an 
affirmation of their own past experiences and present fears for their 
family and friends who were still in Arab lands. 

A tiny hand of Arab sympathizers also turned out. They saw the 
campaign on behalf of Syrian Jews as a crass attempt by Zionists to 
use the alleged mistreatment of Jews in Arab lands to deflect atten- 
tion from the crisis of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza and 
in refugee camps in the countries bordering Israel. As far as the 
Arab sympathizers were concerned, human rights were not being 
denied to Jews, who now had their own country, but by Jews, who 
were denying Palestinians their legitimate political and human 
rights. 

The tension between the two groups was palpable, but the sane- 
tuary venue and the conspicuous presence of uniformed police kept 
a lid on disruptive behaviour. Rubin Feld welcomed everyone and 
linked the teach-in to a growing protest movement in Europe, Latin 
America, and the United States. Even in the Soviet Union, Rubin 
told the audience, oppressed Jews had petitioned the Soviet gov- 
ernment to intercede with Syria, a Soviet client state, on behalf of 
Syrian Jews. Only in Canada, he lamented, was there no active 
community engagement with the cause. “Canadians to this date 
have generally been silent and indifferent.” This, he pledged, would 
now change . 12 

Saul Friedman’s brief and pointed remarks on the oppression of 
Jewish minorities by Arab regimes set off mutterings of discontent 
among the small group of Arabs. The room was very quiet as the 
second speaker, Donald Keating, was introduced as a former minis- 
ter of the United Church who had resigned because of the Church’s 
hostility to Israel. The audience gave Keating a standing ovation as 
he stepped to the microphone. His condemnation of the United 
Church’s preoccupation with Arab refugees while ignoring Jewish 
suffering at Arab hands, however, was the last straw for the small 
band of Arabs and their supporters. Muttering gave way to angry 
shouts and pro-Palestinian slogans. The outburst was greeted first 
with silence, then with a return salvo of catcalls. Fearing that the 
shouting match would turn ugly, the police ushered the most bois- 
terous pro-Arab attendees out of the meeting. Suddenly energized, 
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the crowd greeted every suggestion that Jews in Syria and other 
Arab lands were innocent victims of deep-seated Arab antisemitism 
and systematic anti-Israel hysteria with applause and a chorus of 
support. 

As the meeting drew to a close, the participants were encour- 
aged to sign the postcards to Syrian President Assad and take away 
additional blank cards for others to sign. But anyone who came to 
the teach-in expecting an action plan was disappointed. Beyond 
vague promises of future events, there were no concrete strategy 
proposals. 13 

The organizing committee evaluated the event later that 
evening at the Feld home. Judging by the unexpected number of 
people who turned out, the teach-in was declared more successful 
than the committee had dared hope. The Arab outburst and the 
response of the gathering was as much proof as anyone needed that 
the issue of Syrian Jews, like Soviet Jews, touched a nerve. The 
committee members were convinced they were on to something. 

Media coverage, however, was disappointing. The Canadian 
Jewish News ran a story based on an after-the-fact interview with 
someone in the audience, and the article focused on the disturbance 
during the teach-in. A Toronto Star reporter did cover the event, but 
the paper only gave it two paragraphs buried on the inside pages. 
Even worse, the article was run under the headline “Six Arabs 
Ejected from Synagogue.” Rubin Feld responded coldly to the arti- 
cle in a letter to the editor: “1 cannot help but feel that, if the situ- 
ation were reversed, and a group of Jews disrupted a lecture series in 
a mosque, the occurrence would have received front-page treatment 
by the Toronto Daily Star ,” 14 

Following the teach-in, the Felds continued their efforts. Judy 
distributed an additional six thousand postcards throughout the 
community and had another twelve thousand printed. The com- 
mittee received several requests for the yellow star pins, the teach- 
in pamphlet, and the fact sheet from Jewish community groups, and 
made plans to distribute tape recordings of the teach-in. Rubin even 
received a letter from two young women at Toronto’s Jewish parochial 
high school asking him to help them set up a “student action group 
for Jews in Arab lands” along the lines of his own group. 15 
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There was no obvious next move. The Felds, as disciples of Kahane, 
were still convinced that initiatives from the Jewish margins, par- 
ticularly JDL-style activism, had shaken Western Jewish leaders out 
of their lethargy on Soviet Jewry. Once the JDL had alerted amcha , 
the Jewish people, to the crisis, establishment Jewish leaders had no 
choice but to take up the cause. What had been done for Soviet 
Jews now needed to he done for Syrian Jews. But how? What was 
the best way to get information on Syrian Jewry out to the public 
and into the media? 

Even after the teach-in neither of the Felds was particularly well 
informed on Syrian Jewry. In spite of the material they had com- 
piled from the press and from advocacy groups, they remained 
largely in the dark about the day-to-day situation, about Congress’s 
earlier efforts on behalf of Iraqi Jews, and about ongoing discussions 
with External Affairs on behalf of Albert Elia and Syrian Jews. 
What was needed, they believed, was to give the issue of Syrian 
Jews a higher profile. A postcard campaign had proven effective in 
highlighting the Soviet Jewry issue. It made sense to do the same 
for Syrian Jewry. In the Soviet case, tens of thousands of postcards 
were signed by individual Jews in the United States and Canada 
and mailed to refuseniks (Jews who were refused exit visas) in the 
Soviet Union. Soviet officials might not have allowed the cards 
to reach them, but the authorities were made aware that the inter- 
national community knew about the refuseniks and was concerned. 

The Felds and their committee had no idea if there were any 
Syrian refuseniks, but they knew where to send the protest on their 
behalf— to President Assad. With thousands of newly printed post- 
cards in hand, the small band of activists fanned out into the Jewish 
community to circulate postcards wherever they could — at commu- 
nity events, Jewish parochial schools, and synagogues. Everywhere 
individuals were asked to read the card and sign. No stamp was nec- 
essary. The committee purchased $1,300 worth of stamps with the 
proceeds from selling the Free Syrian Jews pins. 

The postcards were collected at the Feld home and stored in the 
basement in plastic garbage bags, and soon there were more than 
ten bags stuffed with signed postcards. In early March 1972, with a 
radio playing in the background and empty soft drink cans and pizza 
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boxes scattered around, the small group stamped postcards, tied 
them in bundles of a hundred, and packed the bundles back into 
plastic garbage bags. When the process was done, and with the 
media on hand, two cars were loaded with the stuffed bags and a car- 
avan made its way to the central post office in downtown Toronto. 
Judy remembers that the postal clerk on duty was overwhelmed by 
the sight of thousands and thousands of cards being piled up at his 
wicket, hut that the chief postal clerk was accommodating. He 
offered to ensure that the postcards stayed together to be forwarded 
on a single flight. A short story on the “Postcards of Hope” appeared 
in the local news section of the Toronto Star Saturday edition under 
the headline “Help asked for Syrian Jews .” 16 

Postcards were not the only items that the Feld committee 
mailed to Syria. The Toronto group managed to initiate a fragile 
thread of communication and an airlift of religious articles to 
Syrian Jews. It was to become a lifeline. Direct contact began on 
the telephone with another idea borrowed from the campaign for 
Soviet Jews. As information on individual refuseniks had leaked 
out of the Soviet Union, activists in North America placed person- 
to-person long-distance calls to the dissidents — sometimes with 
media covering the event. Often Soviet authorities did not allow 
the calls through. But each call still represented a victory. If the 
activists did speak to a refusenik, the conversation gave support to 
the cause on both sides. If the call was not put through, it validated 
accusations of human rights violations against Jews in the Soviet 
Union. North American activists also knew that, as in the postcard 
campaign, with each call Soviet authorities were served notice that 
a caring outside world was watching. 1 ' 

The four Toronto activists that gathered on a cold Sunday after- 
noon in the office of the Sephardi synagogue soon learned that 
phoning Syria was not like phoning the Soviet Union. Both Judy 
Feld and Rabbi Serels remember that they only had the vaguest idea 
of whom to call. Rabbi Serels had gotten the names of a rabbi and 
a Jewish school in Damascus from a CBC French-language radio 
interview with the rabbi and one other member of the Jewish com- 
munity. As Rabbi Serels dialled the international operator, Judy and 
Rubin Feld and an Arabic-speaking Egyptian member of Rabbi 
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Serels’s congregation sat around the desk or listened on extensions. 
Rabbi Serels told the operator in Montreal that he wanted to speak 
person-to-person to a Rabbi Hamra in Damascus. No, he did not 
have a telephone number. No, he did not have an address. No, he 
was not sure of the exact spelling of the rabbi’s name. All he had was 
the rabbi’s name and the name of a school. 

The Canadian operator said she would see what she could do. 
She dialled through to an operator in Rome who, in turn, patched 
the Toronto call to an operator in Damascus. Speaking in English, 
the Rome operator asked to be connected to a Rabbi Hamra, a func- 
tionary in the Jewish community. For a moment, the Syrian opera- 
tor was silent. Then, in very slightly accented English, she said that 
this was impossible. There was no listing for a Rabbi Hamra. 

The group in Toronto did not believe her. How could Rabbi 
Hamra have no telephone? He was, they protested to the operator, 
an important rabbi. Surely he had a telephone. The Egyptian Jew in 
Toronto asked in Arabic to be connected to the Jewish school or 
any other Jewish institution, even the Jewish cemetery. Rabbi 
Serels, interviewed years later, suggested that using the word “Jew” 
in Arabic might have posed something of a linguistic problem for 
the Syrian operator. The word commonly used for Jew in Syria 
might have had a derogatory connotation. Another word used for 
Jew was a derivative of “Israeli” which, because of its identification 
with the Jewish state, might also have been problematic. The call 
was obviously going nowhere, and they could hear a building aggra- 
vation in the voice of the Syrian operator. After one last protest 
that there was no listing for a Rabbi Hamra, Syria disconnected . 18 

What now? The Canadian operator awaited further instructions 
while the Toronto group discussed what had just happened. She 
offered to try dialling Damascus again, but this time she and her col- 
league in Rome could not get through. With the Canadian operator 
still on the line, the group in Toronto again discussed their options. 
The operator suggested that the Toronto group give up for the 
moment and try again the next day. She volunteered to serve as 
their operator and gave them her number and work schedule for the 
next week. The group reassembled several times, and each time they 
failed to reach anyone in the Jewish community . 19 
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They decided Co give it one last try. This time the same 
Canadian operator, patching the call through Rome, connected to 
a male operator in Damascus. When asked to look up the telephone 
number of the Jewish school, he hesitated. The Egyptian Jew, frus- 
trated and angry, took the phone. Speaking in Arabic, he demanded 
to be put through to someone in the Jewish community immedi- 
ately. There was a momentary silence, then, almost beyond belief, a 
telephone rang somewhere in Damascus. The group in Toronto were 
so prepared for another failure that they hardly knew what to say to 
the voice at the other end of the line. They had been connected to 
the Jewish school. The Egyptian Jew asked for Rabbi bdamra. Rabbi 
bdamra was not there. To reach him, the callers would have to call 
a second number. 

A second phone rang. Eli Bellas, at home in Damascus, came to 
the telephone. The Toronto group tried to remain calm. They told 
Bellas in Arabic that this was a call from the Jewish community in 
Canada and asked him to put someone on the line who could speak 
for the Jewish community in Damascus. Bellas begged the operator 
to call back within the hour. He hung up and immediately ran next 
door to fetch Rabbi Hamra. 

Bellas’s neighbour, Rabbi Ibrahim Hamra, had just been 
appointed assistant to the aging chief rabbi of Damascus. At the 
time, Rabbi Hamra had no telephone of his own. As Bellas excit- 
edly explained about the strange telephone call from Canada, Rabbi 
Hamra took for granted that the Muhabarat, the Syrian security 
police, had listened in on the call. Foreign calls to Syria were rou- 
tinely screened by the Muhabarat, and the Jewish community in 
Damascus assumed that all their telephone calls w'ere closely moni- 
tored. A telephone call to the Jewish community from abroad was 
going to demand an explanation. 

Rabbi Hamra, interviewed in Toronto almost twenty years after 
that first eventful call, clearly remembers that day. The telephone 
call from Canada had put him on the spot, but he knew the ground 
rules. Instead of going next door with Bellas to await the return call 
from Canada, the young rabbi rushed off to the headquarters of the 
Muhabarat ’s Jewish section, only a few doors from his own home. 
Rabbi Hamra knew that was what the Muhabarat expected when 
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they allowed the Canadian call to he routed through to Bellas in the 
first place. 

Rabbi Hamra was no stranger to the Muhabarat. Its Jewish sec- 
tion oversaw all activities in the Jewish community, and Rabbi 
Hamra dealt with them on many matters. He had often visited their 
offices and knew the local security personnel well, but there were 
still procedures to be followed and a game to be played. Pretending 
that he did not know the Muhabarat had been listening in on the 
line, Rabbi Hamra reported the call and requested guidance on how 
to respond to the return call. The security agents in turn acted as if 
Hamra s report was a surprise to them. They suggested that he take 
the next call and find out what the Canadians wanted. 

Shortly after Rabbi Hamra entered the Bellas house, the tele- 
phone rang. Knowing that Muhabarat officers were listening, he 
answered, speaking in Arabic to Rabbi Serels. Their conversation 
lasted less than a minute. Rabbi Serels explained that he repre- 
sented a Canadian Jewish group who were hoping to enhance the 
spiritual and educational life of the Syrian Jewish community. 
Would the Syrian Jewish community welcome religious books and 
articles? Before Rahbi Hamra could answer, Rabbi Serels asked for 
the address and telephone number of the Jewish school in Damascus 
so that they might telegraph Rabbi Hamra there. Rabbi Hamra gave 
the information. The two rabbis said goodbye and they, and the 
Muhabarat, hung up . 20 

Rabbi Hamra immediately rushed hack to the Muhabarat to 
report on his telephone conversation and advise them that a follow- 
up telegram was likely. Meanwhile, in Toronto, the group fell 
strangely silent. It was as if getting the telephone call through had 
been an end in itself. The call had established communication with 
the Jewish community in Damascus, but it had been so short and 
almost too businesslike, with no hint of the excitement that the 
Toronto group felt. Who was Rabbi Hamra, and what would he 
make of the call? Nonetheless, they had offered assistance to the 
Jewish community in Syria and further contact was possible. 

That day the Toronto committee sent a telegram to Rabbi 
Hamra in French, asking him what Jewish religious articles the 
community needed. Taking their cue from the rabbi, they kept the 
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telegram businesslike. Unsure of the Syrian community’s financial 
situation and wanting to encourage a response, Rubin prepaid a 
reply telegram. The wait for an answer began. Little did they know 
the route their telegram would take over the next ten days. Before 
the telegram was approved for delivery to Rabbi Hamra, it was read 
by the Muhabarat. When the telegram was delivered to the rabbi, 
he immediately reported to the Muhabarat that he had received a 
telegram from abroad, and requested their advice on how to 
respond. He was given permission to reply. Rabbi Hamra 
telegraphed Rubin Feld in French that the Jewish community would 
welcome religious articles and he listed a number of books that he 
would find useful. But the telegram was a test of the sincerity of his 
would-be benefactors in Canada on the one hand, and a test of the 
Muhabarat on the other. Would the security police allow him to 
receive communications and religious items from abroad and, even 
more important, would they allow him to maintain some level of 
contact with Western Jews? 

The Felds and their committee bought religious and educational 
materials, including the religious books Rabbi Hamra had requested, 
and mailed the first shipment to Damascus. They had purchased the 
material with money collected from their Toronto supporters, but 
many of the books and religious articles posed a problem. Some of 
the books were published in Israel. Others contained maps of Israel 
or were decorated with Israeli symbols. The group reasoned that the 
Syrians would not permit the delivery of material published in Israel 
or depicting what might be seen as Israeli national symbols, like a 
Star of David or an outline map of Israel. A razor was used to care- 
fully remove the title page and any other indication that a book was 
published in Israel. Illustrations that might be regarded as pro- 
Zionist were also excised. Each book was then hand inscribed in 
French with the phrase “A gift to the Jewish Community of Syria 
from the Jewish Community of Canada.” 

A second parcel containing tallisim, prayer shawls, and other 
religious articles posed similar headaches. It was difficult to find inex- 
pensive tallisim that did not have decorations that might be identi- 
fied with Israel— often Yerushalyim, the Hebrew name for Jerusalem, 
or other Jewish symbols were imprinted on the silk cloth or sewn on 
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the corners. When the marks were only on the corners, volunteers 
carefully removed the offending segments and replaced them with 
plain silk cloth.- 1 

Rabhi Hamra assumed that each shipment from Toronto had 
been opened and carefully examined by the Muhabarat before he 
was notified that a parcel had arrived at the Damascus post office. 
Nevertheless, as soon as he had collected the parcel, he carted it 
over to the Muhabarat office for inspection. As far as he was able to 
judge, nothing was ever removed or withheld from the packages. He 
was allowed to telegraph Toronto, acknowledging receipt of the 
shipments. The only problem Rabbi Hamra had was with the fact of 
the shipments. After the second parcel arrived, the Muhabarat 
advised him that it was not appropriate to develop relationships 
with persons abroad, especially with those suspected of Zionist sym- 
pathies. Rabbi Hamra responded that he knew nothing of anyone’s 
sympathies, nor was he in a relationship with the donors. There was 
no communication, just the generous supply of religious items and 
educational materials. That was all. 22 

But that was not all. In the telegrams and letters from Toronto 
telling the rabbi that a parcel was on its way, or from the rabbi 
acknowledging that a package had been received, or in notes of 
greeting that were placed in the boxes of religious items, the corre- 
spondents began a guarded dialogue. They used a code that had 
been devised by Jews during the Spanish Inquisition, inserting into 
their letters and telegrams apparently harmless references to pas- 
sages of religious text that spoke of hope and redemption, of the 
reunification of the Jewish people, or of freedom from oppression. In 
one telegram, Rubin Feld and Rabbi Serels referred to Psalm 122, 
verse 2 (“Our feet stood inside your gates, O Jerusalem”). Rabbi 
Hamra responded with a reference to Psalm 121, verse 1 (“I turn my 
eyes to the mountain; from where will my help come?”). When the 
Toronto group referred to Psalm 126, verse 5 (“They who sow in 
tears shall reap with songs of joy”), Rabbi Hamra replied with 
Ecclesiastes 3, verses 1-8 (“A season is set for everything, a time for 
every experience under heaven”). The Muhabarat questioned Rabbi 
Hamra about the scriptural references, but the rabbi responded that 
the passages were merely used as traditional Jewish greetings. 23 
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These small phrases spoke volumes. In the early 1970s, Syrian 
Jewry was cut off from Jews in the outside world. These few stolen 
words pierced that isolation. For the Felds, the secret exchanges 
confirmed their worst fears. The question was how to communicate 
this to others. Rubin believed that if people understood the crisis of 
Syrian Jewry, there would be a massive outcry. Even the Syrians 
would have to bend before outraged world opinion. 

The Felds knew they would need more resources and more allies to 
galvanize a mass protest on behalf of Syrian Jews. But it was not easy 
to join with others working to the same end. The Poher and Clay 
Committees of Concern had connections and status; the small 
Toronto group did not. The Felds first efforts to ally themselves 
with these two important committees had not been reciprocated. 
The Felds’ JDL experience had left them with little use for the 
Canadian Jewish Congress, but the Congress voice still carried 
weight in both the Jewish and non-Jewish communities. On the 
plight of Syrian Jewry, however, the voice of Congress was still 
silent. Would Congress grant the Felds and their small band of sup- 
porters licence to speak on behalf of the Canadian Jewish commu- 
nity regarding Syrian Jews? If they did, Congress would have a 
public profile on the issue and the Felds and their supporters would 
have increased credibility. 

Congress did not see it that way. In March 1972, the chair of the 
Ontario Region Foreign Affairs Committee reported to the 
Congress Regional Executive that the teach-in had been a success, 
but for someone else rather than for Congress. There was now a 
danger that the event’s organizers might attempt to speak for 
Canadian Jews on other issues as well. This was not acceptable. 
What would happen to Congress’s position as the political voice of 
Canadian Jewry if others were allowed to run off with parts of the 
Jewish political agenda? Congress had to regain command or risk 
losing control in other areas. 

The Ontario Region Executive learned that the National Office 
of Congress was very much involved in the issue of Syrian Jews 
behind the scenes. But working behind the scenes was obviously not 
good enough if a non-Congress group could publicly champion the 
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cause and leave the impression in the Jewish community that 
Congress was doing nothing. As a first step to developing a higher 
profile for Congress on the issue, the chair of the Ontario Region 
Foreign Affairs Committee announced that the plight of Syrian 
Jewry would be the subject of the next meeting, and he would invite 
leaders of the small Toronto Sephardi community to attend 
“because of their particular concern.” 

A Feld sympathizer on the executive sent Rubin a copy of the 
confidential minutes of the Congress meeting. Rubin did not feel 
threatened. He was fiercely protective of his independence of 
action, hut he wanted to forge alliances with others who were com- 
mitted to his cause. If Congress officials were sincere, he would also 
welcome a partnership with them. If he could speak to the leader- 
ship of Congress, perhaps he could ignite in them the passion that 
fired his activism on behalf of Syrian Jewry. He requested and 
received permission to attend the upcoming meeting of the Foreign 
Affairs Committee. 24 

Unfortunately Rubin Feld came to the May 18, 1972, meeting 
with two strikes against him. He knew little about the institutional 
culture of Congress and nothing about the understanding between 
Congress and External Affairs on strategy regarding Syrian Jews, but 
some members of the Foreign Affairs Committee already knew him 
by reputation. They remembered him as one of the JDL leaders 
of the anti-Kosygin demonstration that had upstaged the Congress 
demonstration. Now, apparently oblivious to the steps already 
taken on behalf of Syrian Jewry, Rubin and his small group of fol- 
lowers had the audacity to believe that they should be given 
licence to set the community agenda on the issue. 

Rubin and Judy Feld’s reception at the meeting was cool. They 
found themselves being lectured on the responsible limits of com- 
munity activism. Behind guarded hints of covert diplomatic activity 
at the highest level, a Congress official from Montreal insisted 
the assembled group take its cue from the National Office and pro- 
ceed with caution. And what was Montreal doing? The national 
spokesperson hinted that Congress’s National Office was in the 
process of organizing a national Committee of Concern on Syrian 
Jewry, placing newspaper ads, planning a visit with the Syrian 
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ambassador to the United Nations, and sending a delegation to 
Ottawa to discuss the plight of Syrian Jews with Canadian govern- 
ment officials. But no mass protest was planned. 

The committee welcomed a suggestion to add Rabbi Serels to 
the Ottawa delegation as a voice of Sephardi Jewry. They discussed 
ways to feature the cause of Syrian Jewry alongside that of Soviet 
Jewry. In the spirit of co-operation, Rubin Feld offered to make his 
fact sheet on Syrian Jewry available for distribution. But he felt 
like an unwelcome guest at the meeting. The Ontario Region 
members seemed only too pleased to be told by the National Office 
that the Syrian Jewish issue was well in hand and no more needed 
to be done. 

After the meeting adjourned, Rubin fell into a private, and, for 
him, unusually rancorous exchange with a Congress spokesperson. 
Rubin was warned that any precipitate action by his committee 
could do irreparable damage to the cause of Syrian Jewry the 
blood of thousands could be on his hands. 

The Felds were shocked but not surprised by the warning. As far 
as they were concerned, Kahane was proven right yet again. 
Congress was just being Congress — doing little and proud of it. The 
Felds would continue doing what they decided needed to be done 
and hoped that the more action they took, the greater the likeli- 
hood that they would shame Congress into taking up the Syrian 
Jewish cause. But that was a long way off . 25 

The Felds’ first priority was to ensure that communication with 
the Jewish community of Syria remained open. Accordingly, it was 
important to keep filling Rabbi Hamras shopping lists of religious 
books and articles. It was also important to forge links with other 
groups who might provide suggestions for programs and up-to-date 
information on the condition of Syrian Jewry, have influence in the 
international community, or have influence with Syrian authorities. 
Rubin sought the co-operation of groups as diverse as the National 
Union of Israeli Students, the Israeli Council for Jews in Arab 
Lands, and Amnesty International. But he felt some bitterness that 
in spite of his committee’s efforts, the high-profile Poher and Clay 
Committees of Concern still commanded all the attention. Rubin 
wrote to both a member of the Israeli Knesset and a reporter for the 


58 



Jerusalem Post who had written an article on the Poher committee’s 
activities to complain that important as the Poher committee was, 
there were others working on the issue as well. 26 

Rubin Feld also sought platforms in and around Toronto. He 
addressed synagogue men’s clubs, brotherhood and sisterhood break' 
fasts, service organization meetings — almost any audience that 
would have him. He was soon at ease delivering what became his 
stock speech, “Syrian Jewry — The Jews of Despair.” Much of his talk 
was compiled from press clippings and news releases, but the tone 
was all his own. Evoking images of horror and despair reminiscent 
of the Holocaust, he demanded that his listeners not let themselves 
be found wanting in the case of Syrian Jews, as their parents had 
been when the doomed Jews of Europe cried out for rescue. He 
ended his speech with a warning: “We must not abandon those 
Syrian Jews, for if we abandon them, their blood will be on our 
hands. We must not forget these Jews of despair.” 

After each talk, Rubin distributed copies of his fact sheet and 
sold his yellow star pins. In most cases, his hosts made a financial 
contribution to his committee, distributed postcards, and allowed 
the group’s or synagogue’s name to be used to petition Ottawa, the 
United Nations, or the government of Syria. But few synagogue 
brotherhoods matched the enthusiasm of the Shaarei Shomayim 
Brotherhood in Toronto. After Rubin addressed the group, its pres- 
ident mailed protest letters to Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, the 
minister of External Affairs, Mitchell Sharp, a number of MPs with 
large Jewish constituencies, and dispatched a telegram to President 
Assad. He received several polite, noncommittal responses from 
Canadian politicians but nothing from Assad. 27 

While the Felds worked in Toronto, the Congress head office in 
Montreal put forward its own long-awaited public agenda on Syrian 
Jews. The organization declared May 1972 Syrian Jewish Solidarity 
Month and requested meetings with Syrian diplomatic officials in 
New York and with Mitchell Sharp in Ottawa. Topping the list of 
activities was a decision to set up a Committee of Concern. In March 
1972, a number of prominent Canadians, Jewish and non-Jewish, 
were invited to join and John Diefenbaker agreed to be committee 
chair. 
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Nothing went as hoped. A Congress delegation was granted a 
meeting with Sharp. However, the planned meeting was blindsided 
by one of the Felds’ efforts to raise public consciousness of the 
Syrian Jewish situation. Rubin had written to a number of promi- 
nent members of the government enclosing his fact sheet and 
requesting that each of them sign a petition protesting “the circum- 
stances in which the Jewish population of Syria is forced to live.” 
The petition urged the government of Syria to “repeal the specific 
legislation it has enacted to contain its Jewish communities, to 
release Jewish prisoners unlawfully detained, to stop this unwar- 
ranted persecution and to end barbaric maltreatment and harass- 
ment of Jews residing in Syria, and to permit the Jews in Syria to 
leave.” 

One cabinet member, unsure how to respond to the request that 
he sign the petition, sent the material to External Affairs for review. 
The department hastily checked the accuracy of the claims made in 
the fact sheet, judged them to be outdated and misleading of the 
current situation of Jews in Syria, and advised against any member 
of the government signing the petition. 28 

External Affairs also sent the fact sheet to the Canadian embassy 
in Beirut so that officials could validate or correct specific points 
made in it. The embassy consulted a contact in the United Nations 
High Commission for Refugees who was regarded as particularly 
knowledgeable on the situation of Syrian Jews. A dispatch sent back 
to External Affairs in Ottawa noted that while several points had 
some basis in fact, other points were outdated, wrong, misleading, or 
deliberately inflammatory. 

A point-by-point review of the fact sheet was passed on to the 
minister’s office in preparation for his June 5, 1972, meeting with 
the Congress delegation. The accompanying assessment from 
External Affairs officials asserted that while the situation of Syrian 
Jews was fluid and needed to be watched, there was nothing that 
called for a change in Canadian policy or demanded that Canada 
speak out publicly on the issue. 29 

The department briefing note on “The Situation of Jews in 
Syria” stated that in the previous three or four months the circum- 
stances of the Syrian Jewish community had not worsened. On the 
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contrary, things seemed to he getting better. One of the key 
improvements was the lifting of several restrictions on Jewish activ- 
ities, including a prohibition on Jews’ travelling outside their imme- 
diate neighbourhood. According to the note, this restriction was 
initially imposed to stamp out Jewish attempts to illegally escape 
from Syria. The author of the memo conceded that since Jews were 
not allowed to leave Syria legally, any attempt they made to leave 
was illegal. Most Jews held in Syrian prisons had apparently been 
involved in illegal emigration and currency export schemes, a pre- 
liminary step to escape. Jews and Jewish institutions were subject to 
restrictions and surveillance but the restrictions facing Jews were 
only worse by degree than those experienced by other Syrians in a 
totalitarian state. The recommendation was that the minister 
should hold to the line that any unilateral Canadian intervention 
was neither necessary nor advisable. 30 

The June 5 Congress meeting with Sharp was cordial, much like 
a chat among old friends. But the Congress delegation was unaware 
of the hands-off tone of the briefing note that Sharp had received 
from his officials. Alan Rose was convinced that External Affairs was 
onside in the case of Syrian Jewry, as it had been in the case of Iraqi 
Jews. Congress leaders conceded that the situation of the Jews of 
Syria might have improved somewhat, but argued that their situation 
was still far from satisfactory. They remained subject to state-imposed 
discrimination and no one expected this discrimination to let up. 
Their only hope was to leave Syria, but emigration was not allowed. 
Saul Hayes asked if the Syrian government might consider a third- 
party initiative on emigration similar to the Iraqi proposal. If so, here 
was a role for Canada. Congress asked the minister to use his good 
offices to secure the release of “persons unjustly imprisoned and to 
permit the departure of those Jews who wish to do so.” The minister 
responded that the Canadian government would be sympathetic to 
applications by Syrian Jews who wanted to emigrate to Canada, espe- 
cially if the applicant had family there. Beyond that, the minister 
offered Congress delegates his concern and co-operation, but no spe- 
cific commitments. 31 

A second Canadian Jewish Congress delegation travelled to New 
York and received a far less sympathetic hearing from Dr. George 
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Tomeh, Syrian ambassador to the United Nations. Congress 
requested the meeting with the ambassador and, to the surprise of 
the Congress delegates, he agreed, as long as the parameters of their 
discussion were decided before the meeting. He foreclosed some lines 
of discussion by asserting that any restrictions on the freedom of 
Syrian Jews were not the fault of Syria. Jews were part of the “poly- 
glot peoples of Syria.” In the past, he claimed, all Syrians “grew up 
in a family atmosphere in which Christians, Jews and Muslims 
mixed and lived together like brothers, as Almighty God wants us 
to be.” Any problems that Syrian Jews faced were a result of wilfully 
removing themselves from the Syrian family by flirting with a sepa- 
ratist Zionist ideology. “Unfortunately,” the ambassador wrote, “it is 
only after the advent of some ideologies that feelings of differentia- 
tion have been imposed upon us.” With his letter, the ambassador 
enclosed several articles copied from the international press- 
including interviews with members of the Syrian Jewish commu- 
nity — contending that the situation of Syrian Jewry was far better 
than was alleged. 32 

Even with the conditions, Congress still welcomed a meeting, 
which was held at Syria’s UN Mission Offices in New York on the 
morning of June 9, 1972, several days after the meeting with Sharp. 
The Canadian delegation stated its concerns and then listened to a 
short, dismissive lecture arguing that in Syria all Jews were equal 
before the law. When Congress delegates suggested that Syrian Jews 
held in prisons were guilty of nothing more than wanting to leave 
the country, the ambassador responded that Jews, like others in 
prison, had violated Syrian law. If they were guilty of attempting to 
leave illegally, they had to be punished. He rejected any suggestion 
that there was discrimination in Syria on the basis of race or reli- 
gion, and offered himself as an example. He, the Syrian ambassador 
to the United Nations, was a member of the Syrian Christian 
minority. 

The ambassador rejected as unnecessary a Congress proposal to 
send an observer on a fact-finding mission to meet with Syrian 
Jewish community members. If Congress wanted to know what 
Syrian Jews thought about their status in Syria, he would supply the 
organization with the name of a distinguished member of the 
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Jewish Community” who might be contacted for his views. Asked 
for information about Albert Elia, the Lebanese Jew who was kid- 
napped and reportedly imprisoned in Syria, the ambassador was 
evasive. He did suggest that requests for reunification of individ- 
ual Syrian Jews with family in Canada “would be given sym- 
pathetic consideration” by his government. The ambassador 
welcomed the opportunity to discuss Congress concerns again as 
the need arose. The Canadian Jewish delegation was ushered out 
empty-handed. 33 

The rank and file of the Jewish community might regard Congress 
as a powerful organization, and it was treated respectfully by gov- 
ernment, but the two delegations had been given a lesson in the 
limits of Congress’s power to instigate change. However, Congress 
knew how to put on a good show and announced a major Montreal 
rally on behalf of Syrian Jewry in a manifesto issued to the press six 
weeks before the event. The manifesto, titled “A Cry from the 
Night, also ran as a paid advertisement in several Ottawa and 
French- language Montreal newspapers. The ads called on Canadians 
to ‘ add their voice to the wave of world-wide protest. Even a cyni- 
cal world seemingly immune to suffering cannot deny this cry from 
the night. Syrian Jewry is a claim on the conscience of all mankind.” 
The ad closed with a quote from Isaiah, “Is this not the task that I 
have chosen? To loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy 
burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every 
yoke?” 34 

On June 27, 1972, the rally on behalf of Syrian Jews drew sev- 
eral thousand to the ballroom of Montreal’s Bonaventure Hotel. 
The main speaker, the American black civil rights activist Bayard 
Rustin, demanded that Syrian Jews be allowed to emigrate. “We’re 
merely asking for the human equation,” said Rustin. “Let our people 
go where they want to go, in the name of human democracy and 
human freedom.” The rally shouted its approval of a resolution urg- 
ing Syria to “release those Jewish prisoners, whose only ‘crime’ is 
their desire to leave the country.” 35 

The Montreal rally was a singular success. But instead of being 
the high-profile kickoff for a continuing campaign on behalf of 
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Syrian Jews, it was a one-shot affair. There was little follow-up. 
Several Jewish organizations under the Congress umbrella the 
Canadian Zionist Federation, the National Council of Jewish 
Women and Hadassah-Wizo — chimed in with their own resolu- 
tions, statements of concern, or telegrams to Canadian, United 
Nations, and Syrian officials. Rabbis delivered the occasional ser- 
mon and the Canadian Jewish press carried articles about the situa- 
tion of Syrian Jews. This was a pale imitation of the high-profile 
campaign on behalf of Soviet Jewry . 36 

In truth, Congress officials did not expect their efforts to lead to 
any breakthrough. Were its efforts doing any good where it 
counted — in Syria? Some said yes. In a memorandum to members of 
the Governing Council of the Wbrld Jewish Congress, a 1 WJC offi- 
cial applauded the diplomatic and other pressures as contributing to 
the “slight improvement in our fellow -Jews situation in that coun- 
try .” 37 Congress leaders, however, privately concurred with reports 
that Syrian authorities were slowly loosening some restrictions on 
its Jewish population for its own domestic reasons. An External 
Affairs official who met informally with Alan Rose shortly after the 
Congress delegation met with the Syrian UN ambassador was left 
with the feeling that Rose “personally was reasonably satisfied with 
the present position of Jews in Syria.” Nonetheless, he added, Mr. 
Rose said that the main thrust of his group’s representations [to the 
Syrian ambassador] have been that it should not be a crime to want 
or try to leave a country and that the Jews in Syria should be 
allowed to do so .” 38 But there was nothing in the Syrian Jewish 
cause to turn it into a campaign comparable to that on behalf of 
Soviet Jews. In the end, Congress’s foray into Syrian Jewish activism 
dead-ended. 

In Toronto, while the Felds continued their efforts to build interest 
in the cause, they still had to balance their work for Syrian Jewry 
against the demands of family and professional life. They couldn’t 
do it all, but the Felds were determined to do all they could. The 
breakthrough opening of communication to Syrian Jewry through 
Rabbi Hamra was exciting, but it had to be kept covert. Their efforts 
at community education — lectures, articles, letters to the editor 
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had not forced the Syrian government to let even one Jew leave. 
Rubin continued to ask Canadian politicians for a humanitarian 
intervention on behalf of the Jews, but polite replies were all he 
received. 

When Alan Rose was quoted in the Canadian Jewish News as 
saying that Syria was the Arab state “most impervious to pressure” 
and that he questioned whether “continued intervention by the 
world community would bring any results,” Rubin was furious. In a 
letter to the Canadian Jewish News , co-signed by Rabbi Serels, 
Rubin protested that there were always those who declared impossi- 
ble what they did not want to do in the first place. International 
protest, he declared, did work. 

Four years ago, Soviet Russia seemed impervious to world opinion — 
yet tens of thousands of Jews have been allowed to leave. In January 
1969, when eleven Iraqi Jews were hung in Baghdad’s Liberation 
Square in a festival atmosphere before television cameras in full pub- 
lie view, the Iraqis seemed impervious to world opinion. Nevertheless, 
most Iraqi Jews have been issued exit visas. 39 

Congress officials reacted angrily to the letter. Sol Kanee, pres- 
ident of Congress, dismissed it as a cheap shot “verging on slander,” 
and charged that Rubin did not hold a monopoly on caring. Rabbi 
Serels had been part of the Congress delegation that had met with 
Mitchell Sharp and knew how deeply concerned Congress was. He 
also knew Congress would seize any opportunity to secure the free- 
dom of Syrian Jews as it had in the case of Iraqi Jews — a story that 
could not yet be made public. Kanee protested, “It is much easier to 
criticize others in the Jewish press than effect the emigration of hun- 
dreds of Jews from Iraq. ^ But despite Rubin Feld’s bravado and 
Kanee’s anger, the reality was that neither campaign on behalf of 
Syrian Jews — that of the Felds’ committee or that of the Canadian 
Jewish Congress — was exactly creating a firestorm of public interest. 

In May 1973, Rubin and Judy Feld returned to Israel. Rubin 
attended a medical convention, but while they were there they 
found time to travel — Rubin made the strenuous early-morning 
climb up the twisting path to the ancient fortress of Masada in the 
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Judean Desert overlooking the Dead Sea. The Felds also met with 
Haim Cohen, a justice of the Israeli Supreme Court who headed the 
Israel Council for Jews in Arab Lands. Judy remembers that Cohen 
was more intrigued hy the work that the Felds were doing in 
Toronto than he was informative about the state of Syrian Jewry. He 
encouraged the couple to continue their efforts and helped arrange 
a briefing for them with an Israeli Foreign Ministry official who was 
well versed on the situation of Jews in Syria. 41 

The Felds returned to Toronto still convinced of the rightness 
of their adopted cause and determined to redouble their efforts. But 
that was not to be. On the evening of June 7, 1973, just a few days 
after they got back, Rubin Feld, who had just turned forty, suffered 
a heart attack while he played with his youngest child. Judy found 
him dead on the floor of the family home. He had no history of heart 
disease, nor had he complained of illness. 

Among those touched by Rubin Feld’s death was Rabbi Hamra 
in Damascus. He was informed of the death by the Muhabarat, who 
called him into the security police offices after monitoring an Arab- 
language program on Kol Yisroel, the Voice of Israel, the Israeli 
broadcasting network. Justice Haim Cohen, whom the Felds had 
met in Israel, commented on Diaspora concern for Syrian Jews and 
mentioned Rubin Feld and his Canadian initiative. The Muhabarat 
connected the Feld mentioned by Cohen with the Feld who had 
phoned Damascus and sent parcels to Rabbi Hamra, and questioned 
the rabbi about his relationship with Rubin. He explained that he 
only knew Rubin Feld through the boxes of religious items sent from 
Canada. The Muhabarat official showed Rabbi Hamra photocopies 
of the telegrams he had sent to Toronto thanking Rubin Feld for the 
packages and referring to the Psalms. The rabbi again explained that 
the references were affirmations of faith and were offered in thanks 
for the parcels, nothing more. The Muhabarat let him go with a 
word of caution about keeping the authorities informed of all his 
future dealings with foreigners. However, the Muhabarat must also 
have made inquiries in Toronto. Although the Kol \isroel broadcast 
did not mention that Rubin Feld had died, the Muhabarat informed 
Rabbi Hamra of his death. 
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Realizing how closely the Muhabarat were monitoring his every 
communication with the outside world, Rabhi Hamra stopped 
including biblical references in his telegrams or letters sent from 
Syria — with one exception. On the occasion of the Jewish New 
Year, Rosh Hashanah, and with the permission of the Muhabarat, 
he sent a telegram of greetings to the Feld home in Toronto. In the 
telegram, Rabbi Hamra referred to the Haftorah reading for the sec- 
ond day of Rosh Hashanah — Jeremiah 31:2-20. Judy Feld read the 
passage and wept. 42 

Thus said the Lord: A cry is heard in Ramah — wailing, bitter weep- 
ing — Rachel weeping for her children. She refuses to be comforted for 
her children, who are gone. 

Thus said the Lord: Restrain your voice from weeping, your eyes 
from shedding tears; for there is a reward for your labor — declares the 
Lord; they shall return from the enemy’s land. And there is hope for 
your future — declares the Lord: your children shall return to their 
country . 43 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


Be Strong and of 
Good Courage 

T he TORONTOBASED CAMPAIGN on behalf of Syrian Jews 
should have ended with Rubin Feld’s death. The formal 
organization was more letterhead than reality. Judy and 
a small group of supporters who shared Rubin’s concern for Syrian 
Jewry and deep mistrust of established Jewish community leadership 
had all relied on him for direction. Rubin had regarded Judy as a 
partner, critical to everything he did, but she had left it to him to 
set the course. 

There was little to show for two years of work. Rubin had orga- 
nized programs and given lectures. His committee had shipped off 
thousands of post cards to the president of Syria and other world 
leaders. He had pressed fellow Jews to share his concern, sent let- 
ters to editors, and repeatedly written to Canadian government 
officials and MPs, resigning himself to the “I share your concern” 
replies. But Rubin’s hopes of reshaping the Canadian Jewish agenda 
to include a sustained campaign on behalf of Syrian Jews were not 
realized. His most important breakthrough was opening a line of 
communication into the Syrian Jewish community. When he died, 
Rubin Feld left behind a legacy of concern but not an organization 
that could carry on without him. There was no plan of action, no 
working alliances, and no grand design. 

The plight of Syrian Jews was not Judy’s first priority when she 
started to pull her life back together. Her husband’s death had been 
so sudden, so unexpected. He had been young and vital. One minute 
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he was alive, active and tanned from his trip to Israel. The next, his 
family was sitting shiva, the week of ritual mourning following burial. 
There had been no goodbyes and no time to think about the future. 
No one else in her circle of family or friends had been widowed at 
such a young age. Friends rallied around, but they did not know how 
to help her and her three young children reconstruct their lives. 

On the final morning of the shiva, Rabbi Serels came to the 
Feld house to pay his respects. The two of them talked, or rather 
Judy talked and the rabbi listened. She spoke of her inability to 
make sense of what had befallen her and her children. On the spur 
of the moment, she asked Rabbi Serels to drive her out to her hus- 
band’s grave. She wanted see the mound of dirt where he was buried. 
She had to make herself realize that he was gone forever. At first the 
rabbi refused, but Judy persisted, protesting she would go without 
him if necessary. He reluctantly agreed. They drove out to the 
graveyard and stood by the freshly turned earth. When they 
returned home, Judy showed the rabbi a telegram addressed to 
Ronald Feld that had arrived during the shiva. It was a simple 
acknowledgement from Rabbi Hamra that the second box of books 
had arrived safely. Judy Feld and Rabbi Serels looked at one another 
and cried . 1 

Judy would have to figure out a way to earn a living. Rubin’s tan- 
gled business affairs would have to be sorted out and wound down, 
and his mother would need to be cared for. Judy fell back on her 
music training, teaching high school music during the day, and giv- 
ing private music lessons in the evening. 

What of the campaign on behalf of Syrian Jewry? Judy Feld sent 
letters to a number of politicians whom her husband had lobbied, 
notifying them of her husband’s death and letting them know that 
she was taking up where he had left off: “Because my husband has 
been so involved for almost two years with the situation of the Jews 
remaining as hostages in Arab lands, I shall continue his efforts to 
have these people liberated .” 2 

Judy had intended to only tie up the loose ends of the campaign, 
but she gradually found herself getting more and more deeply 
involved. The cause gave her life structure, a reason to be active 
and engaged, and a focus outside her own pain. It gave her an 
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opportunity to build a living memorial to her husband. And it gave 
her perspective on her own problems: no matter how heavy her own 
burden, there were those whose load was far heavier than hers. 

To begin with, however, she only did the bare minimum. 3 She 
could scarcely make ends meet or find time for herself and her chib 
dren. What right did she have to steal time for Syrian Jewry? She 
credits others with encouraging her and making it impossible for her 
to turn her back on the cause. In response to a letter from Judy 
telling him of her husband’s death and promising him that the work 
would continue, Haim Cohen replied, I am full of admiration for 
the way in which you carry on your husband’s good work and in par- 
ticular, your life in general, and I wish I could show you how deeply 
I feel with you and how much 1 would like to be of some help and 
give you some comfort.” 4 Friends whom Rubin and Judy Feld had 
met at the Beth Tzedec synagogue were most instrumental in con- 
vincing Judy to take on the campaign for Syrian Jews. Several weeks 
after Rubin’s death, a small group of these friends gathered at the 
Feld home and proposed a fitting memorial to her husband: a fund 
established in his name and administered at Beth Tzedec. All the 
money collected would be earmarked for Jews in Arab lands and, in 
particular, for the cause of Syrian Jewry. The group pledged $5,000 
among themselves to start. 

Judy believes that these initial contributors were as interested in 
giving her a creative outlet for her own energies — something 
beyond caring for her children and worrying about bills — as they 
were in paying tribute to Rubin. The Dr. Ronald Feld Fund would 
need a committee to oversee its operations, but everyone assumed 
that Judy would direct its activities. 

The Feld Fund was an innovation for Beth Tzedec, which had 
no other funds dedicated to this kind work. After some discussion, 
the board agreed to a proposal that allowed the Feld Fund wide lat- 
itude in the charitable efforts it would support. 3 

The purpose of the fund is to purchase religious articles and books for 
Syrian Jewry; to communicate with Jews in Syria; to secure their 
release; to assist their settlement in Canada; to educate the refugee 
children in day schools and universities in Canada; to publicize the 
plight of the “Jews of Despair” in an effort to free them. 6 
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Beth Tzedec synagogue, Canada’s largest congregation and 
among the wealthiest, was an institutional pillar of Toronto Jewish 
life. There could be no better host for the Feld Fund, and Beth 
Tzedec ’s involvement boosted the cause of Syrian Jews in ways no 
one could have possibly imagined. As Judy became more and more 
identified with the cause of Syrian Jewry, so too did Beth Tzedec. 
She took on Rubin’s position as head of the Beth Tzedec’s Foreign 
Jewry Committee. But unlike her husband, she now had a small 
pool of funds to draw on. 

Judy also emerged as a power within the congregation. A battle 
royal had broken out at Beth Tzedec between long-serving Rabbi 
Stuart Rosenberg and his followers and a new and powerful group of 
members who opposed his rabbinic and administrative style. While 
battles of this kind are the stuff of Jewish political life, the conflict 
spilled out beyond the congregation and into the community. Rabbi 
Rosenberg, well known among both Jews and non -Jews, often wrote 
for the press and was much sought after as a spokesperson on Jewish 
and public affairs. In the glare of media attention, Rabbi Rosenberg 
and Beth Tzedec parted ways. Judy was asked to run for a seat on the 
new board. She agreed, but as no woman had ever served on the 
board, she did not expect to get elected. To her surprise, she was one 
of two women who were. She was soon a player in the internal poh 
itics of the institution and ensured that the cause of Syrian Jewry 
remained a priority. 

The Beth Tzedec Bulletin, the monthly congregational publica- 
tion that reached some three thousand members, including many of 
Toronto’s Jewish establishment, soon contained a monthly page 
updating the synagogue membership on the trials of Syrian Jewry 
and the work of the Feld Fund. Congress’s Ontario Region chair- 
person, Milton Harris, approached Judy to head a regional 
Committee on Jews in Arab Lands. Although she still had misgiv- 
ings about Congress and suspected that the organization was more 
interested in papering over previous inaction than in actually doing 
something, Judy agreed to become committee chair. Whatever 
Congress s agenda was, she had her own. The Congress affiliation 
gave her the cachet of the widely respected Jewish organization. If 
it also gave her access to Congress’s resources, so much the better. 
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The appointment of Judy Feld as head of the Congress Ontario 
Region Committee on Jews in Arab Lands was covered in the local 
Jewish press. She was interviewed by the Canadian Jewish News, and 
in a reference to her JDL days, the paper headlined its article 
‘“Self- Admitted Disturber’ Chosen Head of Body to Help Jews in 
Arab Lands.” Judy complained to the newspaper’s editor that she 
was not a “disturber,” but what did disturb her was that “many 
Jewish organizations were not doing enough to help this unhappy 
people, the Jews forced to remain in Syria.” The effort to save Jewish 
lives, she protested, was not a disturbance but a “humanitarian ges- 
ture” and the “fact” that the newspaper’s editor did “not consider the 
saving of Jewish lives to be a decent humanitarian gesture, disturbs 
me the most .” 7 

According to one longtime Congress insider, Judy Feld demon- 
strated little organizational grace and no aptitude for institutional 
politics. Playing her cards close to the chest, she made almost no 
effort to court Congress power brokers and refused to play by any 
rules except her own. As a result, Congress insiders continued to 
regard her as an energetic but naive outsider, an ineffectual and 
unpredictable loner, who had only had a “corporal s guard of sup- 
porters on her Congress committee, most of whom were outside the 
regular circle of Congress personalities. She was not a team player 
and Congress leaders avoided getting too close to her. s 

In retrospect, she agrees that she did not play the Congress 
political game well, but insists that she never intended to play the 
game at all and was never interested in the rules. She wanted the 
credibility that came with being chair of a Congress committee; 
Congress leaders wanted to say they were doing something about 
the Jews in Arab lands. It was an even trade that served both Judy 
Feld and Congress well. She disagrees that her committee was only 
a “corporal’s guard.” The members were mostly Congress outsiders, 
but eventually there were eighty of them across Canada, including 
representatives of many major Jewish organizations. They raised 
money for the Feld Fund, ran a speakers’ bureau, and helped with 
the hands-on organizational work. Of course, Judy ran a one-person 
show. Even a close friend and supporter conceded that “to work with 
Judy, you can never have the illusion that you have any power. 9 
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Even with money and organizational hacking, Judy was no fur- 
ther ahead than Rubin had been in knowing how to make a differ- 
ence in the lives of Syrian Jews. Her committee sent out regular 
information mailings, including reprints of the Syrian Jewry page 
from the Beth Tzedec Bulletin. If given a platform, Judy or one of her 
supporters was there. An appeal for donations to the Feld Fund and 
a request that everyone in the audience write to MPs and govern- 
ment officials demanding Canadian action on behalf of beleaguered 
Jews in Syria were part of every presentation. 10 

Some did write. In July 1973, the minister of External Affairs 
received a constant stream of letters demanding Canadian interven- 
tion on behalf of Syrian Jews. Officials responded that Syria’s emi- 
gration policy was an internal Syrian affair and Canadian initiatives 
would only be appropriate on humanitarian grounds. Several appli- 
cations for family reunification were being actively pursued with 
Syrian authorities and while no family reunifications had yet been 
approved, the Syrians appeared to be amenable in bona fide cases. 
Syria would not, however, allow Jews to emigrate to Israel, its enemy, 
under the cover of reunification with relatives in Canada. On the 
whole, officials assured the minister, the situation of Syrian Jews had 
improved. Canada should monitor the situation and, as long as the 
position of Syrian Jews did not deteriorate, avoid any action that the 
Syrians would regard as meddling in their internal affairs. 11 

During the week of the Jewish New Year in 1973, Judy received a 
telegram from Rabbi Hamra wishing Rubin Feld and Rabbi Serels a 
Happy New Year. 12 On Yom Kippur two days later, October 7, 1973, 
Syrian armoured units smashed across the 1967 ceasefire lines on 
the Golan Heights. They were joined by Egyptian and Jordanian 
forces who engaged Israeli forces on their respective borders. The 
surprise attack caught Israel off guard, and in the first critical hours, 
its very survival seemed in doubt. The Israeli military was finally 
able to push back the united Arab onslaught, but Israeli self-confi- 
dence, inflated during the 1967 Six-Day War, took a beating. 

In the wake of the war, Syria’s small Jewish community lived on 
the razor’s edge. Haim Cohen informed Judy Feld, “...in the first 
week of the war, all Jewish males in Aleppo had been arrested. 
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Other than the telegram to the late Dr. Feld no news has come from 
Damascus or Qamishli.... There are too many precedents from pre- 
vious wars to justify any illusion that cheap revenge will not he 
taken on the civilian Jewish population.” 13 Even before receiving 
Cohen’s report, the Toronto committee had sent a telegram to UN 
Secretary General Kurt Waldheim, asking him to intercede with 
Syrian government officials to ensure the safety of their Jewish citi- 
zens. They also sent telegrams to External Affairs Minister Sharp 
and other Canadian political leaders asking that Canada do the 
same, as well as requesting specific information on the safety of 
Rabbi Hamra and several other individuals. 14 

Sharp assured Judy that he shared her concerns, but reiterated 
that beyond the applications for family reunification, Canada’s 
“ability to assist in this matter is limited.” 

The Jews of Syria are citizens of Syria, and the matter of their emigra- 
tion is an internal Syrian matter. We must be very careful that our 
efforts on behalf of the members of the Syrian Jewish community are 
not seen as interference in the domestic affairs of Syria by the author- 
ities. Otherwise, our work could produce results contrary to what we 
had intended. 15 

However, Sharp did instruct the Canadian ambassador to Lebanon, 
also accredited to Damascus, to make inquiries through his contacts. 
In late December 1973, External Affairs told Judy that the ambas- 
sador had consulted people who “are well acquainted and have fre- 
quent contact with the Syrian Jewish community,” and Canadian 
embassy staff were reassured that there had been “no deterioration 
in the community’s situation generally either as a result of the war 
or for any other reason.” Nonetheless, External Affairs cautioned 
that “it was difficult to obtain reliable information from Syria in the 
aftermath of the war,” including information on “the particular cir- 
cumstances of those people about whom you have asked.” The 
department would continue monitoring the situation. 16 

To keep her post-Yom Kippur War lines of communication into 
Syria open, Judy Feld airmailed two parcels of religious items to 
Rabbi Hamra on the eve of the Jewish festival of Chanukah. Rabbi 
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Hamra sent hack a telegram acknowledging receipt of the two 
parcels with a request for a specific set of religious texts. When Judy 
mailed them to Damascus with religious items associated with the 
coming Purim festival, she slipped several references from the 
Psalms in with the shipment — Psalm 31, verse 25, “Be strong and of 
good courage, all you who wait for the Lord,” and Psalm 20, verse 2, 
“May the Lord answer you in time of trouble, the name of Jacob’s 
God keep you safe.” 

The biblical quotations did not go unnoticed by the Syrian 
authorities, who carefully checked each parcel twice. The following 
year, Judy again sent two boxes just before Purim. In one she 
enclosed a note again quoting Psalm 31, verse 25; in the other the 
reference was to Psalm 20, verse 2. But this time she deliberately 
misidentified verse 2 as verse 3. Rabbi Hamra recognized the error 
and understood the message. (“May He send you help from the 
sanctuary, and sustain you from Zion.”) But did the Muhabarat? 
Again they questioned the rabbi, letting him know that the security 
police were watching his contacts with the outside world. Mindful 
of the warning but eager to maintain his communication with 
Canada, Rabbi Hamra telegraphed Toronto thanking Rubin Feld for 
the I urim parcel and requesting more religious books and financial 
help” for those in need. 17 

Judy and Rubin had once before sent money to Syria, to help a 
Jewish boy named Simon Khabas. Simon, the youngest of six chiL 
dren of the shamus (sexton) at Rabbi Hamra’s synagogue in 
Damascus, suffered from a congenital heart disease. Syrian medical 
authorities advised Simon’s parents that if he was to have any 
chance for a normal life, he would need drugs and medical treat- 
ment unavailable in Syria. For eight years, the Khabas family 
pleaded with authorities to allow their sick child to seek treatment 
abroad. For eight years, they were refused. 

The first information on the sick little boy reached the West in 
1971, and his story was widely publicized by the American Jewish 
Committee and the Clay Committee. Adverse publicity in the West 
failed to move Syrian authorities. Simon and his family grew 
increasingly desperate. In the winter of 1972, with hope of legal exit 
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from Syria fading and his health continuing to deteriorate, Simon 
and one of his brothers attempted to escape into Lebanon by posing 
as returning Lebanese travellers. They were caught. Simon, just a 
child and in failing health, was detained for a day, then released. His 
older brother was not so fortunate. He was jailed and severely 
beaten. After several months, the family made another attempt to 
get Simon out of Syria. Money raised in the community was paid to 
a smuggler to take him into Lebanon. At the border, the smuggler 
betrayed him to the police. Again, Simon escaped punishment but 
his brothers and sisters were accused of organizing the escape 
attempt, arrested, held without trial for two weeks, and tortured. 

Rubin Feld was particularly taken with the story of the sick 
child. In the months before his death, he approached students at the 
Community Hebrew Academy of Toronto, the Jewish community 
high school, and asked them to become the sick boy’s advocates. 
The students organized a fundraiser and student rally in Simon 
Khabas’s name at Toronto’s City Hall square. During the rally, sev- 
eral students carried a coffin to symbolize the Syrian response to the 
boy’s illness. The Canadian media covered the rally and a press 
release was picked up by the Jewish Telegraphic Agency. News sto- 
ries were run in Jewish papers around the world.' 8 

Rubin Feld sent several telegrams to Rabbi Hamra inquiring 
about Simon, but the telegrams went unanswered. Rubin never 
knew if they had been received, but he wanted the Syrian authori- 
ties to know that the Khabas case was important to the outside 
world. In a more direct effort to help Simon and his family, Rubin 
reached into his own pocket to top up money collected by the 
Toronto students. He sent Rabbi Hamra a money order with a note 
saying that the money should be used by “any sick child who needed 
help.” The rabbi understood that it was for Simon Khabas and 
passed it on to his family. 20 

The money was used in yet another abortive attempt to buy 
Simon out of Syria. One of his brothers, bypassing the local 
Muhabarat, succeeded in buying an interview with a high-ranking 
Syrian official. Simon’s brother again asked permission for Simon to 
go to Beirut for treatment. Because he was Jewish, the Syrian offi- 
cial demanded $3,000 as security. But the local Muhabarat agents 
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were angry at being cut out of the graft. Not only was an exit 
visa denied, but for circumventing them, the authorities picked up 
Simon’s brother and beat him. 20 

In Canada, Rubin continued to press Simon’s case. Why not 
bring him to Canada 2 Rubin petitioned Mitchell Sharp to intervene 
on behalf of the sick boy. Rubin also approached several MPs from 
Toronto ridings with large numbers of Jewish voters asking them to 
approach External Affairs on Simon’s behalf. Several did speak to 
Sharp, who again explained that there was very little Canada could 
do. Nevertheless, he promised that Canadian officials would look 
into the case. External Affairs asked the Canadian embassy in 
Lebanon to check with its contacts at the UN High Commission for 
Refugees office in Damascus and advise Ottawa if there was any 
room for a Canadian initiative. The results were not encouraging. 
Embassy officials concluded that Simon’s case remained an internal 
Syrian matter; Canadian interference would benefit neither Simon 
nor the Syrian Jewish community as a whole. 21 

Despite the discouraging response from External Affairs, Rubin 
Feld believed that there must be a way to bring Simon to Canada 
for treatment. In the spring of 1973 he arranged a meeting with the 
president of the Canadian branch of the International Red Cross to 
talk about the case. Rubin died a week before the meeting. When 
Judy received an inquiry about the case from Israel after Rubin’s 
death, she confessed to being at a loss as to how to proceed. 
Would the Red Cross listen to a doctor’s widow, a music teacher? 
They couldn t expect much help from “the [Canadian] govern- 
ment and the establishment Jewish organizations which do noth- 
ing except say that there is nothing that can be done.” But because 
Simon Khabas was so desperate and his case had been so important 
to her husband, Judy pledged to do what she could. 22 

Syrian officials were apparently prepared to let Simon die. But 
suddenly, in February 1974 they relented and granted him permis- 
sion to go to Beirut for one month of medical treatment. The 
Kahabas family had only to post a $400 bond against their son’s 
return. But Simon had to go alone. 

Once in Beirut, Simon, now seventeen years old and very 
weak, contacted the local Jewish community. After a preliminary 
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examination in a local hospital, he was transferred to the American 
University Hospital. Test results were disheartening. Too much time 
had passed without appropriate treatment. Simon was deteriorating 
rapidly, and his condition was diagnosed as inoperable. Doctors 
agreed that he should seek another opinion and suggested that he 
go to Paris. 

Simon’s family in Syria applied for an exit-visa extension and 
passport. The application included a $1,200 advance against the cost 
of issuing the necessary passport and extended exit visa. The appli- 
cation was denied. Syrian authorities demanded Simon s return at 
the end of the month when his exit visa expired. 24 Desperate, Simon 
fled to France and, with the help of French Jewish officials, he was 
secretly taken to Israel. Simon’s case was taken up by Haim Cohen s 
Israel Council for Jews in Arab Lands and he was soon in hospital in 
Tel Aviv. But again the medical diagnosis was bleak. With luck and 
appropriate medical care, he might have ten more years to live. 
Remembering all that Rubin Feld had done, Cohen wrote to Judy 
Feld informing her of his situation. “The poor boy is in a terrible state 
of depression, particularly as he is separated from his family. Simon s 
attending physician in Israel suggested that doctors in Canada might 
be able to do something more for Simon. Judy was asked to revisit the 
possibility of bringing him to Canada for treatment. 24 

She and the Feld Fund moved into action. Several doctors in 
Toronto volunteered their time and skill. Consultations began. For 
several months during the spring and summer of 1974, doctors in 
Israel and Toronto exchanged letters and medical records. As doc- 
tors considered medical options, students at the Beth Tzedec Cong- 
regational School took up Simon’s cause. They raised nearly $1,400 
to help defray some of the medical costs and allow him small com- 
forts. Judy flew to Israel with two of her children. She had previously 
arranged the trip as a chance to rethink her situation and earn a 
little money. She took a short-term job teaching music education, 
and rented a third floor walk-up apartment in Jerusalem. While 
she was there, she met with Haim Cohen and others in Israel 
involved in the Syrian cause. She also met Simon Khabas. Simon 
insisted on making the trip from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem to visit Judy 
in her apartment. Difficult as it was for him, he slowly climbed the 
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three flights of stairs to her door, determined to make it on his own. 
He was winded from the strain hut obviously excited when he 
reached her. 

This young man was the first Syrian Jew that Judy had met. 
Whatever image she had in her mind, Simon did not fit it. The frail 
and slight Simon was blond and blue-eyed, hardly the olive- 
skinned, dark-eyed boy she expected. The two talked, with Simon’s 
doctor serving as translator. Simon’s obvious sadness on being told 
of Rubin’s death touched Judy. She asked the young man to fill in 
the details of his life and his efforts to get out of Syria. She felt a 
chill when, in his homesickness and loneliness, Simon began call- 
ing her “Mother” and confessed his fear of dying. When the visit 
drew to a close, Judy gave him the money raised by the students in 
Toronto. She promised to see him again soon. She never did. 

When she returned to Toronto in the late summer, the medical 
news was bad. Cardiologists advised her that after reviewing Simon’s 
medical records, they agreed with their Israeli colleagues — “in 
essence, inoperable situation.” 25 There was no more to be done. 

In early December 1974, Simon’s doctor contacted her. An 
Israeli cardiologist who had just returned from studying at the Mayo 
Clinic had reviewed the case. He felt that, with new surgical tech- 
niques, Simon might have one slim chance if an operation was per- 
formed right away. It was taking a big chance, but Simon wanted the 
procedure. Legally, he was still too young to authorize the operation 
himself. His family in Syria could not be notified that he was in 
Israel. If Syrian authorities found out, the family would be severely 
punished. Simon had named Judy Feld his guardian without her 
knowledge or permission. Now Simon’s cardiologist was asking her 
to authorize the operation. 

She consulted doctors in Toronto, the Israeli consul, and several 
rabbis. They all told her that she had no choice. She had to sign. 
The necessary papers were sent to the Israeli consul in Toronto by 
diplomatic pouch. Judy, still hesitant, took the papers home, but in 
the end she signed. She returned the documents to the Israeli con- 
sul, then went home and downed the better part of a bottle of gin. 
The next day she wrote Simon an upbeat letter, promising they 
would soon be together again in Israel. 
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In early February 1975, Simon underwent open-heart surgery. 
He did not survive. His doctor sent Judy Feld a copy of the surgeon’s 
report: 

With great sorrow I would like to inform you that the operation of 
Salim [Simon] Shabas was unsuccessful, and he never got off the open 
heart lung machine. ..[analysis of the operation] indicates that he had 
no chance whatsoever, and without the operation he could not survive 
more than another year or two. ...We were all moved by the whole 
case, but we feel that he was treated properly and as I said before he 
belonged in that group of Patients who have no chance . 26 

Additional money raised by the students at Beth Tzedec 
Congregational School covered small costs associated with his 
funeral in Israel. But who would sit shiva for him 2 Since there was 
no safe way to let Simon’s family know about his death, Judy 
mourned him on their behalf. She had lost someone else’s child. 
The following Saturday, Simon Khabas’s death was announced from 
the pulpit at Beth Tzedec. The entire congregation stood as one and 
recited the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer spoken by immediate family 
during the period of mourning. 2 7 

The death of one teenage boy had brought home to Judy the human 
face of Syrian Jewry’s plight, but it was the death of four young 
Jewish women — three sisters, Mazal, Laura, and Farah Zebac, and 
their cousin Eva Saad — that aroused anger and protest across the 
Jewish community. On March 4, 1974, the bodies of the four 
women had been found raped, robbed, murdered, and mutilated in 
a cave near the town of Asfura on the Syrian side of the border with 
Lebanon. According to a New York Times story, the finger of one of 
the young women had been cut off in order to remove a ring. On the 
Sabbath before the festival of Purim, celebrating the defeat of a 
genocidal plot to murder the Jews of ancient Persia, the girls’ bod- 
ies, bundled in sacks, were returned to their parents for burial. 28 

Syrian authorities appeared to be less interested in uncovering 
the truth than in damage control. After disclaiming any responsi- 
bility for the murders, they set about finding a scapegoat. The story 
released to the diplomatic community and the media was that the 
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victims had hired smugglers to take them across the border into 
Lebanon. The smugglers had driven the four women out of 
Damascus as planned, but once the smugglers learned that the 
women were carrying jewels and other valuables, they had taken 
them to the cave near the border. 

The horror of the deaths shook the Damascus Jewish commu- 
nity. Immediately following the funeral, Jewish women staged an 
unprecedented protest march. In anger and pain, one thousand 
Jewish women paraded out of the Jewish quarter, where they had 
remained in virtual detention since the Yom Kippur War. They 
made their way through the busy streets into the middle of the city, 
and were joined by a number of Syrian Christian women. The 
demonstrators demanded that they be permitted to leave Syria, and 
that they be allowed to put their case before President Assad. Syrian 
police were taken by surprise but quickly recovered and dispersed 
the demonstrators. Some of the women were shaken up but other- 
wise unhurt. There is little doubt that had the demonstration 
involved Jewish men, the police would have used far less restraint. 
Arrests and beatings would have been the order of the day . 29 

Syrian authorities moved swiftly to prevent the dead girls from 
becoming martyrs and to deflect accusations that the Syrian author- 
ities were implicated in the murders. The minister of the Interior 
announced that four men had been arrested for the crime — two 
smugglers and two Jewish men from prominent families. The four 
men were alleged to have been a gang specializing in organizing the 
flight of wealthy Jews from Syria. They were said to have persuaded 
the young women to escape and later shared the booty. 

Jewish community leaders worldwide were outraged. The idea 
that the two Jewish men “would go to a cave in the mountains to 
participate in the robbery and murder of four girls from their own 
community, is an insult to the intelligence of the enlightened world 
and a slap in the face of justice and human decency.” Any confes- 
sions could only have been extracted by torture and were designed 
to conceal the true facts.’ As far as Jewish observers were con- 
cerned, Syrians officials were as culpable as if they had themselves 
raped and murdered the women. By denying Syrian Jews the most 
basic of human rights, devaluing their lives, and keeping them 
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virtual prisoners, the government was inviting desperate Jews to 
escape. Syrian authorities might just as well have been in the cave 
with the smugglers. 30 

Western diplomats in Damascus agreed that charging the Jewish 
men in the murders was a crude effort to deflect attention from 
Syria’s mistreatment of its Jews. A high-ranking External Affairs 
official dismissed as unlikely in the extreme that any Jews would 
have been involved in the murder. The Canadian embassy infor- 
mant on the Jewish community in Syria, however, again advised the 
embassy that the situation was not nearly as bad as world Jewish 
community leaders made out. The two Jews were not arrested for 
actively participating in the murder, but for being in league with the 
smugglers. 31 

Rabbi Hamra was adamant that this was untrue. The two Jewish 
men might well have helped the four young women to make con- 
tact with the smugglers. The women had left a note for their parents 
telling them that they were escaping and that the two men would 
know where they were. But, the rabbi insisted, the Jewish men did 
not initiate the escape attempt. The young women were desperate 
to leave Syria, and if the men had not helped them to contact smug- 
glers, the four would have turned to others or gone on their own. By 
dealing with the smugglers for them, the two men erroneously 
thought they were protecting the women. 32 

Other young people attempted to escape despite the extreme dan- 
gers. One young man who succeeded was Shlomo Kaski. In 1973, 
just before the Yom Kippur War, Kaski, only eighteen, was deter- 
mined to leave Syria. Several false starts in negotiating with shady 
inter-city taxi drivers who he hoped would spirit him across Syria s 
border with Lebanon had left Kaski poorer but no further ahead. 
Finally, he located a smuggler with a proven track record. Unlike 
rough-and-tumble smugglers who guided their clients across the 
frontier by foot in the dead of night, Kaski’s smuggler was a white- 
collar worker with government connections, who was, for a price, 
able to arrange false identification papers with typical Christian- 
Arab names. The smuggler and a driver drove Kaski to the border 
and told him to stay quietly in the car while the smuggler showed 
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Kaski’s newly minted identity papers to the Syrian border police. 
The smuggler returned to the car. Money had passed hands. The 
driver was waved forward across the border and the smuggler pro- 
duced the same documents for the Lebanese border police. They 
joked, and the smuggler promised a gift when he passed through on 
his way back. They drove on. Kaski was out of Syria. 

He was still not safe. If he was caught in Lebanon, he would 
likely be sent back to Syria and punished. The car reached Beirut too 
late for Kaski to be discreetly dropped off near a synagogue where he 
might find temporary sanctuary. Instead, he was delivered to the 
home of an old Arab woman who put him up for the night. Early the 
next morning, she walked him to a street corner and pointed to an 
unmarked door that she said was a safe house. Hoping that nobody 
was watching, Kaski knocked on the door, and when it opened a 
crack, he identified himself as a Jew from Damascus. A hand reached 
out and pulled him in quickly. “There are police everywhere.” 

Kaski and two others were hidden for ten days. They saw almost 
nobody and were told nothing about what was planned for them. On 
the tenth night, the three were told to collect their things. A truck 
pulled alongside their hiding place, stopping only long enough for 
the three Syrian escapees to scramble into the covered truck bed. 
Seven others were already sitting on the floor. The truck was nor- 
mally used to carry animals and stank. No one in the back dared look 
out as the truck pulled away, nor did any of them know where they 
were headed. 

Several hours later, the truck reached a Lebanese fishing port 
some distance from Beirut. Still in the dark, the Syrian Jews were 
taken one by one onto a small fishing boat. Two of the fishermen 
whispered to each other in Hebrew, but there was no doubt that the 
Arab crew was in charge. As soon as all the passengers were on 
board, the small boat set out to sea. 

The fishing boat eventually stopped. As it bobbed about in the 
sea, signal lights pierced the blackness and an Israeli naval vessel 
pulled alongside. The ten passengers were tossed like sacks of pota- 
toes onto the deck of the ship several feet above the fishing vessel. 
As the Lebanese boat headed off, the Israeli vessel charted a course 
for Haifa. There, the passengers disembarked, washed, ate, and were 
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taken to Lod, site of Israel’s international airport. They met with 
Israeli authorities, who gave them immigration and identification 
papers, made arrangements for their housing, and the Syrians began 
their integration into Israeli society. All of them were cautioned not 
to tell the details of their escape to anyone, especially about the ren- 
dezvous at sea. Any information leak to Syrian or Lebanese author- 
ities would jeopardize similar operations in the future and put Israeli 
operatives in Lebanon in grave danger. Kaski’s aunt in Israel took 
him in and he began building a new life. 33 

In the early spring of 1974, Judy Feld was busy as the head of both 
the Feld Fund and the Congress Ontario Region Committee on 
Jews in Arab Lands when the Israeli consul in Toronto invited her 
to his office. Israel thought Canada might be willing to take a more 
outspoken position on the human rights of Jews in Arab lands in 
light of the recent murders of the four young women in Syria. The 
Israeli consul also hoped that Canada would join other Western 
countries in monitoring the trial of the two Syrian Jewish men to 
ensure they were not made scapegoats. The Israelis feared that the 
men would be subject to a show trial and public lynching like the 
Baghdad hangings. International concern might give the Syrian 
Jewish community some protection against further punishment. 

The consul asked Judy to meet with Mitchell Sharp and go over 
the situation of Syrian Jewry with him. The consul was sure that 
with an election in the offing and many Jews in his electoral riding, 
the minister would grant her request for a meeting. Judy was taken 
aback. She might be a Congress chair and active at Beth Tzedec, but 
she still thought of herself as the music teacher from Sudbury. Even 
her supporters would not rank diplomacy as her strong suit. Judy felt 
out of her league, but allowed herself to be flattered into thinking 
that she could do the job. With coaching from the consul, she wrote 
to Sharp on Congress letterhead and requested a personal meeting 
to discuss Syrian Jewry. A few days later, she received a call from 
Sharp’s executive assistant, asking her to join the minister for a 
breakfast meeting at the Park Plaza Hotel in midtown Toronto. The 
consul briefed Judy on Israel’s concerns, and coached her on diplo- 
matic niceties. 
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Judy winces when she tells the story of the meeting. From the 
moment she was ushered into the minister’s hotel room, she knew 
that she was in over her head. She assumed that Sharp was more 
concerned with firming up his Jewish support in the coming federal 
election than he was with the plight of Syrian Jews. Judy spoke at 
length of the situation of Syrian Jews, about the murders 
in Syria, about Amnesty International and the trial. At one point 
Sharp’s executive assistant interjected that Judy sounded like 
“Queen Esther trying to save the Jews.” 

The minister asked what Judy would have Canada do. She 
replied that she wanted Canada to recommend that Amnesty 
International he present to monitor the trial in Damascus. The min- 
ister explained that any public statement might undermine 
Canada’s ability to work with the Syrians on cases of family reunifi- 
cation. Syria already saw Canada as pro-Israel and, before Canada 
could do anything, he would need more facts. The Jewish commu- 
nity could rest assured, however, that Canada would continue to 
monitor the situation. He promised to raise the Syrian Jewish issue 
with the American secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, at an upcom- 
ing meeting. 35 

Sharp thanked Judy Feld for coming and rose to show her to the 
door. Sensing that she was about to leave empty-handed and 
insulted by what she took to be a patronizing dismissal, Judy lost her 
temper. She told Sharp that to mark Israel Independence Day, she 
would he chairing a community-wide public gathering at Beth 
Tzedec. Israeli Supreme Court Justice Haim Cohen would address 
the gathering on the situation of Jews in Arab lands. She insisted 
that the minister give her a statement of Canadian government 
concern about the impending Damascus trial that she could read to 
the audience. If he did not send a letter, she would announce that 
he had personally refused to make such a statement. Sharp protested 
that he was being blackmailed, but Judy pressed on, telling him that 
she planned to write two speeches for the gathering. Which one she 
delivered would depend on whether she received the statement. She 
demanded to hear from him, one way or the other, by 4:00 p.m. on 
the day of the meeting. Judy then turned on her heel, opened the 
door, and stormed out. She went to a pay phone and called the 
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Israeli consul. She explained what had happened. He angrily 
accused her of ruining everything. She went home dejected. 

The minister might have been angry, but he was a politician and 
there was an election coming up. External Affairs put out feelers for 
information on what role Amnesty International was prepared to 
play at the trial of the two Jewish men and what role Canada could 
play. The Canadian embassy in Beirut reported that Amnesty 
International had not sought a role at the trial. Canada should tread 
very cautiously in anything having to do with Syrian Jews or the 
trial. 35 

At four o’clock on the day of the event, Mitchell Sharp called 
Judy. The minister tersely read her a prepared statement that she 
could relay to the community gathering. The statement might have 
been less than Judy wanted, but she still feels it was more than Sharp 
intended to deliver. She listened and thanked him, and then asked 
that the written statement be delivered to the office of the Beth 
Tzedec rabbi in time to be read to the meeting. That evening, after 
Justice Cohen finished his speech, Judy Feld read the telegram. 

The government shares the concerns of many Canadians arising out of 
the news reports regarding the situation of Jews in Syria and particu- 
larly the arrest of four persons following the murder of four Jewish 
women recently. 1 have asked for a full report from our embassy in 
Beirut, which is also accredited to Syria. As well, a number of other 
diplomatic soundings are underway in an effort to ascertain the facts. 
The nature of the charges against the four persons, the locale and tim- 
ing of the trial and the nature of the trial itself are unclear at the 
moment. If, as has been reported, Amnesty International is seeking 
Syrian acceptance of foreign observers at the trial, we would urge the 
Syrian government to give a positive response. To date it appears that 
no such representations have been made by Amnesty International. 36 

A copy of the telegram was sent to Amnesty International’s 
office in Paris. Amnesty International did monitor the trial. In the 
glare of international attention, charges against the two Jewish men 
were reduced. They were sentenced to six months each for com- 
plicity in the escape attempt. Judy Feld never met with Mitchell 
Sharp again.’' 
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In the aftermath of the murders, all was quiet. Once again, there was 
no focus for mobilizing a campaign on behalf of Syrian Jewry. Judy 
Feld and a close friend and supporter, Kayla Armel, were going over 
the problem at lunch when they hit on an idea. Why not hold an 
annual memorial service for the four young Jewish women murdered 
in their attempt to escape from Syria? It could be held as part of reg- 
ular synagogue services on the Sabbath nearest the women’s Yartzeit, 
the anniversary of the death of a loved one traditionally observed 
with the lighting of a memorial candle and the recitation of the 
Kaddish prayer. According to the Jewish religious calendar, Yartzeit 
for the four young women would fall on the Sabbath before Purim. 
Judy approached the rabbi at Beth Tzedec, J. Benjamin Friedberg, 
with the idea. He not only approved but also explained that the 
Sabbath before Purim was called Shabbat Zachor, Sabbath of 
Remembrance, named for the Torah portion read on that particular 
Sabbath. 

Judy and her committee arranged to symbolically unite the two 
streams of Jewish tradition, the western Ashkenazi and eastern 
Sephardi, the religious tradition of the Jews of Syria, in the prayer 
service for that day. The cantor at Beth Tzedec shared the bimah, 
the podium, with a Sephardi cantor from Brooklyn. The Torah 
readings and other portions of the service were delivered alter- 
nately in Sephardi and Ashkenazi melodic traditions. Even the tra- 
ditional post-service kiddush, a congregational sharing of cake and 
wine, was replaced that week by a sampling of Middle Eastern 
treats. Members of Toronto’s Sephardi community were encouraged 
to attend. The vast Beth Tzedec synagogue was packed. 

Professor Saul Friedman, who had been part of Rubin Feld’s 
original teach-in several years earlier, was invited back to Toronto 
to deliver the sermon on Jewish refugees from Arab lands. At the 
close of services, the rabbi drew the congregation’s attention to the 
fact that in Damascus, the parents of the four women would that day 
be standing to recite the Kaddish. In solidarity, several thousand 
people in the Beth Tzedec sanctuary rose and, as they had for Simon 
Khabas, joined together in reciting the Kaddish . 38 

The moving Shabbat Zachor service was widely covered in the 
Jewish press. Before long, Judy Feld received requests for information 
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on Shabbat Zachor from congregations across Canada and the 
United States. This was a breakthrough. The Shabbat Zachor service 
created an annual focus for Jewish community concern tor the Jews 
of Syria. Thar was no small achievement, and one that would con- 
tinue year after year for the next twenty years. 59 

Not long after the murder of the four women, two incidents in the 
American media showed how far the campaign on behalf of Syrian 
Jews had yet to go in educating the general public. National 
Geographic’s April 1974 edition featured a story titled “Damascus, 
Syria’s Uneasy Eden.” The article left the impression that while the 
Jews of Damascus might be subject to minor inconveniences, often 
as a response to Israeli military actions in the Middle East, Syrian 
Jews lived generally normal lives under a Syrian administration that 
maintained a watchful but tolerant and supportive attitude toward 
its Jewish citizens. Rabbi Hamra was quoted in the article as saying, 
“Today we have rights like any other citizen.” The rabbi conceded 
that Damascus Jews need a permit to leave the city and were not 
free to emigrate, but that this was largely to prevent them from emi- 
grating to Israel where “each new settler.. .is the potential bearer of 
a gun pointed at a Syrian soldier.” 40 

The response of the Jewish community in the United States was 
swift. Calls lit up the National Geographic Society’s switchboard, 
and letters poured in complaining that the article not only misrep- 
resented the oppression of Syrian Jews but also sanctioned that 
oppression with the good name of the National Geographic Society. 
A delegation from the American Jewish Congress met with National 
Geographic’s editor-in-chief and his staff. How could they be so 
naive? Didn’t the magazine realize what would happen to Rabbi 
Hamra if he had spoken the truth? Although the editor admitted 
that the article was flawed and the society had sent letters to that 
effect to all those who had complained, he refused to publish a 
retraction. 

Not satisfied, the American Jewish Congress members from 
Washington picketed the National Geographic Society’s headquar- 
ters and issued a lengthy press release challenging the accuracy of 
the article and the intellectual honesty of the society. They asked all 
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American Jews to write letters to National Geographic , particularly if 
they were subscribers to the journal. 41 

In a break with eighty-six years of publishing tradition, the 
November 1974 edition of National Geographic added an editor’s 
column to reply to the National Geographic Society’s members. In 
this first column, the editor acknowledged that as the April issue 
rolled off the presses 


...reports from Damascus of the barbaric murder of four Jewish women 
focused world attention on the plight of Damascene Jews. Many of our 
Jewish members sharply criticized us for not delineating in greater 
detail the harsh conditions under which that small community has 
been forced to exist since 1948. We began to wonder if we had unwit- 
tingly failed to reflect the true situation. Now after months of carefully 
reviewing the evidence, we have concluded that our critics were right. 
We erred. 42 

Only a few months later, CBS’s 60 Minutes broadcast a segment 
on Syrian Jews. The piece included portions of a conversation Mike 
Wallace had with a wealthy Jewish merchant from Damascus in the 
presence of three Syrian “officials.” The merchant claimed that life 
was good for Syrian Jews and that the Syrian government did not 
distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish citizens. If there was any 
public antipathy to Syrian Jews, it was the result of Israeli actions on 
the Golan Heights, which Syrians regarded as deliberately provoca- 
tive and illegal. 

The 60 Minutes segment brought on another storm of protest 
from American Jewish leaders. Did Mike Wallace honestly believe 
that any Jew would dare to jeopardize his or his family’s safety 
by telling the truth about Jewish life in Syria? Why not talk with 
Syrian Jews who had risked their lives to successfully escape? Jewish 
leaders accused 60 Minutes of compromising its journalistic integ- 
rity, and allowing itself to become a mouthpiece for the Syrian 
regime. Arab spokespersons in the United States welcomed the pro- 
paganda that 60 Minutes offered. The National Association of Arab 
Americans issued a publication titled On Syrian Jews that used the 
60 Minutes report to refute charges of discrimination against the 
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Jews of Syria and dismiss the allegations as nothing more than 
Zionist propaganda. 4 ’ 

Four months later, 60 Minutes rehroadcast the piece with some 
changes. Wallace added a commentary conceding that one needed 
to be skeptical of interviews conducted in Syria. But ever balanced, 
he added that President Assad had made a “calculated decision” to 
end any mistreatment of Syrian Jews. 

The rebroadcast unleashed another angry response from Jewish 
organizations. What “calculated decision” was Wallace talking 
about? Syrian Jews were still singled out, subject to harassment and 
arbitrary arrest. They were still refused the right to travel abroad, 
the right to emigrate. And, by the time the program was rebroad- 
cast, Wallace must have known that two of the merchant’s own 
family had fled Syria and that other family members had been inter- 
rogated for a month in a Syrian jail. Two American Jewish organi- 
zations filed official complaints with the National News Council, a 
non-profit organization that investigates accusations of media mis- 
conduct. 44 

60 Minutes revisited Syria to prepare a longer segment dealing 
with Syrian Jews. This time, while Wallace pointed out “signs of 
greater normalization in the life of Syrian Jews under President 
Assad in such matters as education, employment, and travel within 
the country,” the broadcast was also careful to acknowledge that 
“Syria is a police state,” and that life was appreciably worse for Jews 
than it was for other Syrians. The report also included an interview 
with an escaped Syrian Jew, his name withheld and face in shadow 
lest his comments bring reprisals on his family. Repression might be 
less severe under President Assad than it had been under his prede- 
cessors, he acknowledged, but his escape, at great personal risk, 
should be seen as testament to the intolerable conditions under 
which Jews in Syria were still forced to live. 

Jewish organizations were satisfied. At least 60 Minutes second 
segment did not exonerate the Syrian regime and the media atten- 
tion might force Syrian authorities to ease up. “One wonders 
whether it was purely coincidental,” a spokesperson for the 
American Jewish Committee noted, “that only two weeks before 
the scheduled return to Syria of the CBS team, the Syrian authori- 
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ties finally began to issue new identity cards to Syrian Jews without 
the distinctive red marking Mussawi (follower of Moses).” 45 

It was still not clear how to translate concern for Syrian Jews into 
concrete action. The Canadian Jewish Congress was still largely 
silent on the issue. In the summer of 1975, a small group tried to 
rekindle interest in a Quebec Regional Task Force on Syrian Jewry. 
The group included McGill law professor Irwin Cotier, who had 
recently been part of an academic tour of the Middle East that 
included a stop in Damascus. He had visited the Jewish quarter, but 
was not granted free access to Jews. A guide, whom he took to be a 
Muhabarat agent, was present at all his conversations with Jews. 
Nevertheless, through the translations and the positive talk about 
life in Syria, it was impossible to mistake the fear that still gripped 
the Jewish community. When Professor Cotier returned to 
Montreal, he was so convinced that something had to be done that 
he assembled a planning group for a campaign on behalf of Syrian 
Jewry. A Congress staff person, working with the fledgling commit- 
tee, contacted groups already involved in Syrian Jewish protest, 
such as the American Jewish Committee, seeking information and 
advice. Judy Feld gave the group a briefing. 46 

But nine months later, the Montreal group had little to show for 
all its discussions. Once-enthusiastic committee members drifted 
away. One jaded member of the planning group was not even sure if 
Congress had committed itself to an all-out campaign on behalf of 
Syrian Jewry at the national level. He 

opened the [Committees] meeting by asking about the position of 
[Canadian Jewish Congress] National Chairman, Rabbi Plaut. He was 
concerned that people have been asking questions concerning Syrian 
Jewry, and nothing is being done. He asked what policy existed on a 
national level concerning Syrian Jewry. 

It was noted that the Israeli Ambassador or a government repre- 
sentative will be asked what the official position is of the Israeli gov- 
ernment or Israeli representatives abroad, regarding this question . 47 

In October 1975, Judy Feld was invited to speak on the issue of 
Syrian Jews at the Second World Congress of Jews from North 
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Africa held in Tel Aviv at the end of October 1975. Because of the 
growing political importance of North African and Sephardi Jews in 
the Israeli political scene, the meetings turned out to be a who’s who 
of Israeli leaders. Judy Feld stood out in the largely male, Sephardi, 
and politically charged gathering. She was a single, enthusiastic, 
and committed Ashkenazi woman, unschooled in the political 
gamesmanship that dominated many of the meetings. She was also 
continually sought after, invited out to dinner or to local nightclubs. 
Most invitations were politely turned down. 

Judy did not allow herself be distracted from advancing her 
cause. Her formal presentation to the gathering was well received. 
More important, she made a number of high-level contacts who 
would become increasingly useful to her. Brash and assertive and 
oblivious to formal diplomatic niceties, Judy Feld held candid 
one-on-one conversations with key players in the Israeli and inter- 
national Jewish scene. She discussed the Syrian Jewish plight with 
Israel’s president, prime minister and foreign minister, with the pres- 
ident of the World Jewish Congress, with Mordechai Ben-Porat, 
deputy speaker of the Knesset and newly elected head of the World 
Organization of Jews from Arab Counties, with the American 
Congressman Stephen Solarz, whose Brooklyn Congressional 
District included many Jews who had left Syria in the years imme- 
diately following the Second World War, and with any number of 
Knesset members and spokespersons for Sephardi communities the 
world over. By the end of the meetings, Judy Feld was recognized as 
an articulate advocate for the Syrian Jewish cause. Doors she had 
not previously known existed were slowly opening to her. 48 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Carrying 
Their Fears 
With Them 

J UDY FELD WAS GAINING prominence in Jewish circles but 
some Canadian public servants still regarded her as a “spe- 
cial interest pain in the neck. They also regarded her 
expertise as suspect. In early 1975, External Affairs updated its 
report on Syrian Jews for Allan MacEachen, who had replaced 
Mitchell Sharp as minister. The department assessment still contra- 
dicted the dark picture Judy Feld painted. Although the situation of 
Jews in Syria was always precarious, they said, there was no evidence 
that Jews were being persecuted. The Syrians continued to regard 
Jews with suspicion because of their links to Israel. Canada’s capac- 
ity to help Jews leave Syria was limited.” The government could do 
nothing more to convince Syria to approve the applications for fam- 
ily reunification, but Canadian Immigration officials said they would 
respond sympathetically to Syrians Jews who managed to escape. 
Were any of the Syrians who entered Canada the previous year 
Jewish? External Affairs did not know. Canada did not tabulate 
immigration or visitors landings by religion. 1 

Judy insisted that, despite External Affairs’ assessment, the situ- 
ation of Syrian Jews was alarming. Others in the Jewish world 
agreed. A confidential memo from the head of the World Jewish 
Congress to a select group of Jewish leaders warned that, contrary to 
“false propaganda which was recently spread in the U.S. by some 
Congressmen who came back from Syria with untrue information 
on the condition of the Syrian Jews,” the actual situation of Syrian 
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Jews remains “very had.” There were reports that President Assad 
was willing to ease the plight of Syrian Jews and even “allow some 
to leave the country discreetly, hut this is for the time being only a 
speculation.” 2 

In May 1975, American senator George McGovern met with 
Syrian President Assad and Assad offered to permit Jewish emigra- 
tion to the United States “on condition that the U.S. enacted a law 
forbidding these Jews from ever going to Israel. The media reported 
this as a softening of Syria’s hard line on Jewish emigration, but both 
Assad and McGovern knew that this condition, plainly in violation 
of the American Constitution, rendered Assad’s offer meaningless. 

Judy Feld had little patience for guessing what President Assad 
meant when he hinted at possible Jewish emigration. Why not take 
him at his word, she argued, and see what happened. Any Syrian 
offer to let Jews leave, “even with qualifications, represented a 
breakthrough and was worth pursuing. She wrote to MacEachen 
requesting that Canada “make available necessary visas for that 
Jewish community of approximately 4,500 individuals” and ask 
Syria to let the Jews emigrate to Canada. 

Assad’s qualifications were as impossible for Canada to accept as 
they were for the United States. How could Canada prevent any 
Syrian Jew who might become a Canadian citizen from going to 
Israel? Judy’s request received a polite— “let me affirm the Canadian 
Government’s concern for this issue” — reply from the minister. He 
did not mention her suggestion that Canada set aside 4,500 visas for 
Syrian Jews under Assad’s conditions, and it was obviously never 
considered. 

Judy was convinced that the Canadian government could do 
more for Syrian Jews if it had the political will. She slammed the 
government for being “evasive and at times even obstructive on 
the admission of Syrian Jews, even on applications for family reuni- 
fication. Whenever she was given a microphone and a sympathetic 
audience, Judy asked her listeners to join her in protesting the lack 
of government action. Many did. The prime ministers office and 
the departments of Immigration and External Affairs received 
numerous letters from Canadian Jews who demanded an explana- 
tion for Canadian inaction on the persecution of Syrian Jewry. 2 
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It is hard to believe that Judy Feld could find time for a private life, 
hut she was also a young and attractive woman. Whoever wanted to 
build a serious and lasting relationship with her, however, would 
have to he prepared to make room for her three children, a finan- 
cially dependent mother-in-law from her first marriage, and her fire- 
brand commitment to Syrian Jewry. 

Enter Donald Carr. A lasting relationship between Judy Feld 
and Don Carr was an unlikely prospect. He was, and still is, a stal- 
wart of the Toronto Jewish establishment. A successful lawyer and 
founding partner in his own law firm, he was the quintessential 
insider, a macher, a doer, a member of the inner circle of Canadian 
Jewish political life. If Don Carr was not the very personification of 
the do-nothing Jewish leadership that Judy Feld had dismissed for 
years, he stood at their right hand. 

But they shared many similar life experiences. Don Carr’s first 
wife died after a long battle with cancer, leaving him to parent three 
children. And while his and Judy’s political affiliations were widely 
divergent — Don Carr, for example, had no use for the JDL or its 
leader, Rabbi Kahane — the two shared a mutual commitment to 
community, passion for Israel, and concern for the continuity of 
Jewish life. 

It was their children who brought them together. Don Carr’s 
son, Adam, and Judy Feld’s son, Gary, attended the same Jewish day 
school and became close friends. Don first met Judy when he 
dropped by her house to pick up Adam. He had seen her at a Beth 
Tzedec picnic because both families were congregation members. 
The two single parents had never had a real conversation, but Don 
Carr was drawn to Judy Feld. He remembers looking over at her 
from across the sanctuary in synagogue and thinking to himself, I’m 
going to marry that woman. 

Don Carr had been out of the dating scene for years. In the 
spring of 1976, he set his doubts aside and asked Judy out to dinner. 
The usually confident Don felt awkward and nervous when he 
arrived at her home. They dined at the hotel where, several years 
earlier, Kosygin had stayed and the Jewish community had held its 
anti-Soviet protest. It didn’t take long for nervousness to pass and 
for the two of them to relax and enjoy each other’s company. The 
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next day, roses arrived at the Feld home with an attached note of 
apology. Don Carr asked forgiveness for dominating the previous 
night’s conversation with talk about his first wife. They spoke on the 
telephone later in the day and agreed to go for a walk that evening. 
By the time they returned home, they were engaged to be married. 
In keeping with Jewish tradition, they waited until the ritual 
eleven-month period of Don’s mourning had passed before they 
married. They sold their separate homes and moved into a large 
house in Toronto’s Forest Hill neighbourhood . 4 

Now the couple took on a new challenge — making a blended 
family with six children work. For the children, the excitement of 
change was tinged with the apprehension of finding their place in a 
new house, of being part of a restructured family unit, learning to get 
along with a new set of siblings and, of course, testing boundaries 
with a new parent. Most of the children adapted well to their new 
environment, but one or two found adjustment more difficult and 
were less ready to embrace a new parent or new siblings. Adapting 
was particularly difficult for Judy’s oldest son, Alan. He was a 
teenager when the new household was taking shape and remembers 
a sense of being emotionally dislodged. His father s death had left 
him feeling responsible for his household, and ceding this role to a 
new father was not easy. Alan credits his stepfather s patience and 
unconditional love with helping him to work it out. s 

How did Judy Feld Carr’s continuing work on behalf of Syrian 
Jews affect the new household? Her children had been brought up 
with the Syrian Jewish campaign as part of their routine. But 
although Don and his children were no strangers to Jewish organi- 
zational life and his first wife had been active in her own right, none 
of this was as consuming as Judy’s involvement with Syrian Jewry. 
She was, according to her son, a “woman who struck a balance 
between life as mother and life as activist.” There were constant 
meetings, long-distance telephone calls, secret visitors, cryptic 
telegrams, covert trips abroad, boxes in the basement packed for 
shipment, and piles of documents to be sorted. Whatever else was 
going on in the home, however, the children knew there were rules 
and order. Dinnertime, especially Friday-night dinner, was set aside 
for family, a refuge both from Don’s office matters and the cause of 
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Syrian Jewry. The children were expected to be there . 6 

Judy had found love and companionship for the second time 
with a man who shared her Jewish commitment and encouraged her 
activism. And although Judy had managed to put most of her finan- 
cial woes behind her, marriage provided her and her children with 
security. It also provided her an entree into many of the Canadian 
Jewish community’s most influential people. Don Carr’s position in 
the Jewish community shielded Judy from public attack by her 
detractors. He acknowledged that he was not a front-line activist, 
but happily endorsed his wife’s hands-on activities. 

Don Carr’s considerable influence enhanced her community 
profile even before they married. One evening, the two of them 
went to dinner with Syd Harris, then national president of the 
Canadian Jewish Congress. Don Carr and Syd Harris knew each 
other well. Don Carr had supported Harris’s bid for Congress presi- 
dent, and though the two men were not business partners, their two 
firms shared office space. 

Predictably, dinner conversation turned to issues of Syrian 
Jewry. Syd Harris already knew about the religious articles being 
sent to Syria and the covert line of communication into the Jewish 
community of Damascus. He asked how Congress could help her. 
Judy blasted Congress national officials in Montreal for not giving 
the problems of Syrian Jews a national profile. She requested that 
Harris create a national Congress committee parallel to the com- 
mittee working on the Soviet Jewry campaign. 

Syd Harris agreed that a national committee on Jews in Arab 
Lands was a good idea and at the next National Executive meeting 
he sponsored a resolution setting it up. The resolution was approved 
and Judy was appointed chair. As chair of a national Congress com- 
mittee, she would also be a member of the National Executive . 7 

Judy was delighted. Her appointment would go a long way 
toward ensuring that Syrian Jewry was given prominence on the 
Canadian Jewish agenda. What is more, her new title gave her a 
platform to reach government and media. Given that the Clay and 
Poher committees were seldom heard from, and even the commit- 
tee in Israel was largely moribund, the Canadian committee could 
become a world leader. 
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In truth, Judy was not prepared to burden herself with the min- 
utae of running a national committee: supervising support staff, 
preparing detailed budget proposals, and accounting for the budget 
from Congress. With little patience for administrative trivia and the 
politics of group decision making, she wanted the national chair s 
position only for the added credentials. She assumed that same core 
group she worked with would continue as her “nucleus with a dif- 
ferent title.” It would be business as usual with a more impressive 
letterhead. She welcomed new members who would support her 
work, raise money, write letters, and help organize Shabbat Zachor in 
local communities across Canada. She wanted her committee mem- 
bers to speak out on behalf of Syrian Jews within their own syna- 
gogues and organizations. But if they wanted formal meetings and a 
share in the decision-making process, they had better look else- 
where. She had no budget to bring people from across Canada 
together for meetings. As far as Judy was concerned, she did not 
need meetings — she knew what had to be done. 

This headstrong style was costly. Judy attended National 
Executive meetings, but she failed to cultivate support among other 
executive members. She also received little financial and staff sup- 
port from Congress’s National Office. She interpreted this as 
indicative of the low priority that the National Office gave to issues 
of Syrian Jewry, but in fact, they were open to being convinced. 8 
Judy never did that. She remained a Congress outsider despite her 
marriage to Don Carr. Her reports on her Syrian activities were 
often bracketed by warnings that much of her work was covert and 
even the Congress executive had to be kept in the dark. Some of the 
executive may have been intrigued by the cloak-and-dagger talk, 
and as a result, Judy was tolerated. Most of the time this was all she 
needed. When she required money for her Syrian work, she could 
use the Feld Fund. What was most important to her was that she was 
now included in Congress delegations that met with the minister of 
External Affairs and senior public servants. 9 

In April 1976, Judy Feld Carr, as part of a Congress delegation, 
asked Allan MacEachen to press for Syrian approval of the applica- 
tions for family reunification that had been sitting cold for almost 
four years. The minister promised to have the Canadian ambassador 
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in Beirut again raise the outstanding applications with Syrian 
authorities, hut he told Judy not to blame the Canadian government 
for dragging its feet. In one case a sponsoring family had sabotaged 
its own application by indicating on the form that the Syrian fam- 
ily intended to resettle in Israel. Canada, he warned, could not serve 
as a back door for immigration to Israel without jeopardizing 
Canada’s credibility with Syria and the rest of the Arab world. 10 

In the autumn of 1976, Moshe Chazan, an elderly Jew from 
Damascus, was the first Syrian Jew in twenty years to be allowed to 
emigrate “legally carrying a Syrian passport and an American visa.” 
The mechanics of his emigration remain a mystery. Moshe Chazan 
had a daughter in Toronto, Esther Green, who had left Syria shortly 
after the end of the Second World War. She had not seen her father 
for over thirty years. Her family were simple folk — her father was a 
craftsman. After his wife died in 1975, the elderly Chazan felt des- 
perately alone. He wrote to his daughter that he had nothing left in 
Syria and wanted to be with his family in Canada. Mrs. Green was 
unsure how to proceed and approached both the Jewish Immigrant 
Aid Service in Toronto and her local MP for assistance. 

After receiving a discouraging prognosis by JIAS, Esther Green 
was directed to a travel agent in Toronto who dealt extensively with 
travel to and from Arab countries. Mrs. Green pre-purchased a 
Damascus-New York round-trip ticket for Chazan. He, in turn, 
applied for a Syrian passport and posted a cash bond of $9500 
against his safe return, should his passport application be approved. 
For a time nothing was heard from the Syrian authorities, until 
Esther Green received a telegram in French from Damascus signed 
by her father stating, “Send me $2000 very quickly in order that I 
can come to visit you in ten days.” She arranged for the money to 
be sent to a bank in Damascus. Chazan was issued a Syrian passport 
stamped with an exit visa and an American tourist visa and told to 
pack his bag. 

The official fiction remained that Chazan would be returning to 
Syria, but both he and the Syrian officials knew this was not the 
case. His cash bond would be forfeited, his return ticket would never 
be used, and the tiny house and personal effects he left behind 
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even the picture frame that had held his precious family photo- 
graph— would eventually become state property. He arrived in New 
York with no money and one suitcase containing a few items of 
clothing, some personal papers, including his Syrian identity card 
stamped in red with the Arabic word M ussawi, his family photo- 
graph — without its frame — his late wife’s comb, his tallith and tefillin, 
and because of his fear of violating Jewish dietary prohibitions dur- 
ing his lengthy journey, some home-cooked kosher food items. 

When Chazan passed through American Customs and 
Immigration inspection, his daughter and son-in-law were waiting. 
The reunion was joyous. But Canadian consular officials were 
caught unaware when Chazan and his daughter came to arrange a 
Canadian entry visa. Nobody had informed them that Chazan was 
arriving in New York from Syria en route to Canada, and as far as 
the officials were concerned, no one could just walk in off the street 
and be issued a Canadian visa. There were forms to be filled out. It 
would take time to process the application. They needed medical 
examinations, financial guarantees. 

Chazan’s family had expected to return to Toronto with the tired 
and confused Moshe Chazan. Expecting a visa to be issued over the 
counter, the family was instead advised that the process might take 
a week or more, and there was no guarantee that Chazan would get 
a Canadian visa. What was to be done? The Green family could not 
stay in New York, and the old man could not be left on his own. 
Sending him back to Syria was unthinkable. Fortunately, someone 
in Ottawa went out on a limb and, before the end of the day, 
Chazan was issued a Canadian entry visa and the family flew home. 

Esther Green had run across Judy Feld Carr’s name while she 
was trying to bring her father to Canada. She called after returning 
to Toronto and invited Judy to her house. Esther Green translated 
as the elderly Chazan tried to give Judy a picture of Jewish life in 
Damascus. In particular, he spoke of the bleak future for the unmar- 
ried Jewish women who greatly outnumbered eligible Jewish men. 
He explained that many young men had escaped across the border 
into Lebanon. Others dreamed of leaving Syria, and refused to 
marry lest a wife and family make escape impossible. To he single in 
a community where women traditionally marry young and status is 
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tied to marriage robbed these women of a Jewish future. Jewish lead- 
ers had to do something for these young women, he warned, or more 
would try to escape and end up like the four murdered women who 
had put their trust in smugglers. Toward the end of their talk, the 
old man confided his one lingering fear: as he sat in the safety of his 
daughters living room in Toronto, he remained terrified that he 
would be sent back to Syria, which he referred to as “hell.” 

Judy could not figure out why the Syrians had let the old man 
leave. The Syrian government had refused to budge on several 
Canadian applications to sponsor the immigration of family mem- 
bers. But there was one oddity in Chazan’s story: he knew nothing 
about the telegram in French that had been sent to his daughter 
requesting additional money. Chazan did not send it. He did not 
even know French. Perhaps officials in the Syrian regime had pock- 
eted that payment. If so, this was an important lesson for Judy about 
the commerce of emigration. Money talked. It might also open 
doors, pay for documents, and make the impossible possible. 11 

Through the 1970s, as the Syrian administration began to ease its 
tight grip on Jewish life, a few Jews were permitted to travel outside 
Syria on business, for medical attention, or to visit relatives. Some, 
like Chazan, did not go back. Like Chazan they left healthy deposits 
behind. But unlike Chazan, they were also forced to leave a wife or 
children behind as a guarantee of their return. In one case, a mar- 
ried couple was allowed out for two months to visit two of their chil- 
dren in the United States. There was no question that the couple 
would return to Syria. They left eight other children behind. 

This couple knew about Judy’s shipments of religious items and, 
while they were in the United States, they got in touch with her. 
She invited them to Toronto but they were terrified that Syrian 
authorities would find out they had gone and punish them. Assured 
that a visa to Canada could be arranged quietly without their Syrian 
passports being stamped, they agreed to come. They were very con- 
cerned about secrecy, fearing the long arm of the Muhabarat. Judy 
had to promise that she would not speak publicly about their visit 
and never reveal their names. They wanted no follow-up communi- 
cation sent to them in Syria because the mail would be read by the 
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authorities. Even her assurances of secrecy did not completely ease 
their anxiety. They “constantly felt great fear they were being 
followed and were terribly frightened when they saw a Toronto 
policeman.” 

The Syrian couple were hesitant about meeting at Judy’s home. 
And she too was inclined to he cautious — not of the Muhabarat, but 
of her Syrian visitors. A couple allowed out by Syrian authorities 
might have too cozy a relationship with the secret police. Judy did 
not want to invite them into her home until she was sure of their 
loyalties. The initial meeting, which took place in the rabbi’s study 
at Beth Tzedec synagogue, lasted six hours. The couple described 
every aspect of the situation of Syrian Jews and gave details on 
how the money and religious articles sent by the Feld Fund were 
being distributed. Here were prominent members of the Damascus 
Jewish community who had first-hand experience of living in terror 
of arbitrary arrest, of beatings, of having their property confiscated. 
They feared that their children would be denied an education, that 
their daughters would not find Jewish husbands, and that the only 
option for the young was to attempt a dangerous escape, for which 
the price was imprisonment and torture if escape failed, and impris- 
onment and torture of family members left behind if escape was 
successful. 

Judy understood how they would carry these fears abroad with 
them as surely as they carried their passports. Convinced that they 
were not agents of the Muhabarat, she invited them to lunch at an 
informal coffee house. The meal was anything but relaxed. The 
Syrian couple shifted about uncomfortably, their eyes darting here 
and there, looking for anyone who might be watching them. Before 
they left Toronto, they again implored Judy not to communicate 
with them in Syria. However, she could contact them through their 
family in New York. Judy rejoiced in establishing yet another con- 
nection to Syria. 12 

In May 1976, the American Jewish Committee issued a four-page 
summary of available information on the status of Syrian Jewry. 
President Assad had removed many of the discriminatory regula- 
tions that confined Jewish life and hinted that further liberalization 
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might be in the offing. 13 But the sweeping powers of the Muhabarat 
to oversee all aspects of Jewish life had not changed. Their every 
move was subject to review'. The Muhabarat was a hands-on pres- 
ence whose hands often reached into Jewish pockets. Baksheesh- 
bribery was part of life in Syria, but the Muhabarat regarded Jews 
as particularly ripe for the picking. The ban on Jewish emigration 
also remained unchanged. 

The Syrian regime was anything but secure in the mid-1970s. 
Would the liberalization survive a new regime coming to power? 
One American observer doubted it. 

...many in the Jewish community believe — as do other minorities in 
Syria, that the present improvement is attributable largely to the per- 
sonal policy of President Assad. They fear that these gains could all be 
undone overnight if President Assad were to be replaced or if the 
Syrian regime encountered economic problems or if renewed conflict 
erupted in the area. The continued existence of a powerful and perva- 
sive Syrian internal security apparatus, without controls by any demo- 
cratic institutions, raises the ominous danger that the hostage Jewish 
community may be used as a convenient scapegoat by any extremist 
political regime that may come to power. 14 

In the meantime, however, reports of liberalization continued. 
In January 1977, fifteen American Jewish women, members of 
Hadassah, visited Syria as part of a tour of the Middle East. The 
women were allowed to speak to members of the Syrian Jewish com- 
munity, but always in the prsence of a Syrian official, presumed to 
be a Muhabarat agent. 15 Despite this, the Hadassah spokesperson 
also reported an easing of the regime’s restrictions on Jews. 16 

President Assad issued a decree reinstating civil parity to Syrian 
Jews in February 1977 — except in the area of emigration. 17 
Temporary travel abroad was now easier, but only with stringent 
guarantees that the individual would return. Any travel to Israel was 
still prohibited. Syrian authorities were apparently more open to 
humanitarian applications for family reunification, but there was no 
sign of action on the Canadian applications. Despite the case of 
Moshe Chazan, External Affairs reported that “no immigrants have 
come to Canada under such circumstances.” 18 
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When an editorial in the Canadian Jewish News approvingly 
noted the changes in Syria, Judy Feld Carr wrote a stinging rebuke. 
The Canadian Jewish News “completely misses the point.” What 
proof was there that the Syrians had implemented anything more 
than cosmetic change? Anything Syrian authorities or Syrian 
Jewish leaders said to visiting politicians or Diaspora Jewish leaders 
was suspect. All contacts between Syrian Jews and visitors were 
monitored, and Jews knew the price exacted from them and their 
families if they told the truth. Syrian Jews outside the country won 
ried that they were being watched and remained guarded about 
what they said and to whom. Rather than being taken in by a Syrian 
facelift, she argued, Diaspora Jews should keep up the pressure. 

What rejoicing can there be even if repression, reminiscent of Nazism, 
is only alleviated somewhat? The time to rejoice will come when and 
only when, the Jews of Syria are allowed to emigrate. Until the world 
sees that, our efforts will continue, and our voices will cry as loudly as 
possible . 19 

In one of those anomalies that characterizes the Syrian Jewish 
story, President Assad personally approved the departure of fourteen 
Jewish women for the United States in the early summer of 1977. 
Press reports of their departure credited the intervention of Stephen 
Solarz, whose Brooklyn congressional district included many of the 
estimated 25,000 Syrian Jews in the United States. Congressman 
Solarz publicly championed the cause of the some five hundred 
Jewish women who had little prospects for marriage. 

Stephen Solarz first became aware of the problem during a visit 
to Syria in 1975. Working with Stephen Shalom, a Brooklyn busi- 
nessman with connections in the Syrian community, Solarz pressed 
the American administration on the issue and tried to persuade 
Damascus to allow the women to leave. The timing was auspicious. 
The Syrian authorities had just liberalized regulations regarding 
Jews and suggested that they might approve their emigration in 
humanitarian cases. 

Before a meeting between President Assad and American 
president Jimmy Carter in Geneva scheduled for May 7, 1977, 
Solarz and Shalom hammered out a plan with Carter that might 
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circumvent Syria’s ban on re-emigration to Israel. They would ask 
Assad to allow a number of unmarried women to emigrate to the 
United States where, by arrangement, they would marry eligible 
American Jewish men. The argument was that once the women 
were married to Americans, they were unlikely to move to Israel. At 
the meeting in Geneva, Carter raised the issue “and got a favourable 
response from Assad.” 

President Assad delivered. He cut through the red tape and gave 
his personal order for the issuing of migration permits to unmarried 
Jewish women whose names were supplied by the Damascus Jewish 
community. But there was a catch. The government would not 
approve permits allowing single women to join men they intended 
to marry; all the women authorized to emigrate had to be married 
according to Syrian law. 

One of the women was Lulu Hulabi. In 1977 Lulu was a twenty- 
five-year-old teacher in a Damascus Jewish school. In a community 
where girls often married in their early teens, she thought she was 
destined to remain single. One day, after she arrived home from 
school, Lulu received a message asking her to come to Rabbi 
Hamra’s office. When she walked in, she was told that she was get- 
ting married. 

On July 19, 1977, members of the Damascus Jewish community 
gathered at a synagogue to witness the marriage of two couples — 
veiled Syrian Jewish brides marrying American Jewish men who had 
come to Damascus. As well, they witnessed the proxy marriages of 
another fourteen Syrian women, including Lulu, all dressed in white 
and gathered under the traditional marriage canopy. Unlike the two 
other brides, the fourteen wore no veils. As Syrian officials looked 
on, a senior member of the Jewish community stood in for the four- 
teen absentee bridegrooms and the rabbi performed the marriage 
ceremony. The proxy marriages were duly registered and recognized 
as legal in Syria. The women, all now wearing wedding rings, left 
Syria. 20 

Proxy marriages are not binding in the United States. The 
women were not handed over to husbands but assigned to private 
homes in the Jewish community. Only after each couple met and 
agreed to the marriage was another Jewish marriage ceremony held, 
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and the couple married according to American law. If the couple did 
not hit it off, there was no pressure for them to marry. The women, 
who entered the United States under special authority of the attor- 
ney general, were free to go their own way and free to remain in the 
United States. 21 

Lulu did not marry the man selected for her. After living with a 
Jewish family in Brooklyn for nine months, she fell in love with and 
married Solomon Sasson. Some years later, thirteen of the women 
married on that 1977 summer day in Damascus were located. Only 
one was single. All but one lived in Brooklyn, and among them they 
had a total of fifty children. 22 

The departure of the fourteen women made barely a dent in the 
number of unmarried Syrian Jewish women. The problem contin- 
ued to fester, and it was only with great tact and liberal doses of bak- 
sheesh that Jewish leaders were occasionally able to get permission 
for a few more of them to leave Syria. 23 

With the exception of the “brides,” the Syrian government 
remained uncompromising on the release of Syrian Jews. Sometime 
after Judy Feld Carr was appointed head of the Congress National 
Committee on Jews in Arab Lands, she received a call from Hannah 
Cohen, who explained that she was originally from Aleppo. In 
1945, Hannah, age twelve, and her mother left Syria for Palestine. 
Her brother, a rabbi in Aleppo, stayed behind. With the 1948 dec- 
laration of the state of Israel, Hannah lost contact with her family 
in Syria. She eventually served in the Israeli army and married an 
Israeli. Together they moved to Toronto, where, now Canadian cit- 
izens, they ran a gasoline station. Hannah re-established contact 
with her family in Aleppo with the help of the Canadian Red Cross. 
Several letters passed between her and her brother, Rabbi Eliahou 
Dahab, the community shochet (ritual slaughterer). After thirty years 
separation, she had applied to visit Syria, and to her surprise, her visa 
application was approved. She would be leaving soon to visit her 
brother and his family in Aleppo. Hannah had heard about the Feld 
Fund and the packages sent to Damascus. Would Judy Feld Carr be 
interested in sending similar packages to the Jewish community in 
Aleppo? 
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The two women met in the tiny, cluttered office of the gasoline 
station. The setting was typical of Hannah Cohen, a no-nonsense 
woman who brushed aside Judy Feld Carr’s caution that she might 
be risking her safety by visiting Syria. Hannah had not told the 
Syrians that she had once lived in Israel, let alone served in the 
Israeli army. Judy worried that if the Muhabarat got wind of her past, 
Hannah s Canadian passport would not be enough to protect her. 
But Hannah concluded that the Syrians would not be concerned 
with a middle-aged Canadian woman visiting her elderly brother. 
Judy outlined the system of sending packages, telegrams, and letters 
that she had developed with Rabbi Hamra and Hannah volunteered 
to make the necessary connections in Aleppo. Judy gave her $500 
from the Feld Fund to give to the Jewish leaders for their commu- 
nity work. 24 

Hannah Cohen was as good as her word. Through her brother, 
Rabbi Dahab, and his son-in-law, Rabbi Henri Farhi, she arranged for 
the distribution of religious items and money from Canada. But the 
visit of a Jewish outsider to family in Aleppo, even a Canadian citi- 
zen with a valid Syrian visa, prompted the local Muhabarat to inves- 
tigate. Hannah knew they would be watching and carefully avoided 
doing or saying anything publicly that would create a problem. On 
the day she was leaving, however, with photographs and several sen- 
sitive letters in her shoulder bag, including a letter to Judy Feld Carr 
that she intended to smuggle out of Syria, Hannah was picked up and 
taken to Muhabarat headquarters in Aleppo for questioning. 

For three hours, clutching her bag the whole time, she was 
interrogated about her history, her family, and her connections to 
Israel. Her interrogator showed her copies of family photographs 
that she had mailed from Toronto to her brother in Aleppo. Who 
was in the photographs? What did her husband do? Her children? 
How had she reconnected to her family in Aleppo? Had she ever 
been to Israel? The questions were endless and menacing. Replying 
to every question in Arabic, she denied any interest in Israel. No, 
she had never been to Israel. She invented a fiction about going to 
Canada in 1945, directly after leaving Syria. She was a little girl and 
did not recall all the details. Yes, she enjoyed her visit to Syria and 
hoped to come again. 
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Hannah avoided going to the washroom lest the authorities use 
the opportunity to rifle through her bag. If they found the letters or 
photographs, not only would she be in trouble, but so would her 
family and all those who had trusted her to take letters out of Syria. 
Rabbi Dahab had been imprisoned for three months each time one 
of his three sons escaped. On the last occasion, three years before his 
sister’s visit, he was confined to a small cell, denied toilet facilities, 
and severely punished whenever he relieved himself. During those 
three months he developed a bowel infection and severe kidney 
problems, which prison authorities left untreated. 

Hannah Cohen was lucky. Her interrogator was satisfied, and at 
last she was allowed to leave, her shoulder bag hanging unopened at 
her side. Hannah is certain that because her married name was 
Cohen, Syrian authorities were concerned she might be connected 
to Eli Cohen, an Israeli spy who years earlier had infiltrated the 
highest ranks of the Syrian regime before he was detected. Satisfied 
that she had no relationship to Eli Cohen, they let her go . 25 

Hannah grabbed an inter-city taxi and made for the airport in 
Damascus. Later that day, she boarded a flight for London. Once 
there, she did not continue on to Toronto the way she was ticketed. 
Instead she bought a ticket for Cyprus, where she connected to an 
El Al flight to Tel Aviv. From the airport she went directly to her 
elderly mother’s home and soon found herself surrounded by her 
nieces and nephews, including Rabbi Dahab’s three sons. She 
brought them letters and photographs from their parents. 2 ' 

Judy Feld Carr now had contacts in Aleppo and its approxi- 
mately fifteen-hundred-strong Jewish community. Using Hannah 
Cohen’s connections, she sent parcels of religious articles. For 
Hannah, however, this was not enough. She wanted to get her fam- 
ily out of Syria. Through JIAS in Toronto, she made an application 
to sponsor the immigration of eleven family members. She also 
turned to Judy Feld Carr for help. After all, Judy was a Congress 
committee chairperson, a member of the National Executive. Like 
many in the Canadian Jewish community, Hannah Cohen believed 
the Canadian Jewish Congress was a force to be reckoned with. 
Didn’t Judy Feld Carr meet regularly with high-ranking Canadian 
government officials? Surely it should be nothing for her to arrange 
an exit visa from Syria. 
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Judy did not want to disappoint Hannah, but she did not have 
anywhere near the influence Hannah imagined. Still, there was 
something in Hannah’s request that intrigued her. Might it actually 
he possible to get someone out of Syria? Making an application 
through JIAS or directly to Canadian Immigration authorities usu- 
ally meant years of frustration. But Moshe Chazan’s family had 
bypassed both JIAS and Ottawa and somehow got their elderly 
father out. Had they inadvertently stumbled on a way to get people 
out of Syria? Judy didn’t hold out undue hope, but she promised 
Hannah Cohen she would work on it. 27 

First, however, she had to firm up her new contact with the Jews 
of Aleppo and start the flow of packages and small amounts of Feld 
Fund money “to help teachers and for anyone else who is in need.” 28 
On the home front, Judy hoped that the April 1977 trip to Syria by 
the minister of Defence, Barney Danson, might bring the cause of 
Syrian Jews some much-needed publicity. Danson was scheduled to 
visit Canadian troops serving with the UN peace observation team 
on the Syria-Israel armistice line in the Golan Heights. Judy pressed 
the minister, a Jew, to do more. She asked him to visit the Damascus 
Jewish community, attend a synagogue service in the Jewish quarter, 
and talk with President Assad about the emigration of the Jews. She 
sent an information package on Syrian Jewry to be included in the 
ministers briefing materials. In the end he did none of the things 
she suggested. Judy was disappointed. When the minister was 
quoted in the Toronto Star as saying his schedule was so tight that it 
did not permit him time to visit the Jewish community, yet televi- 
sion coverage of his visit showed him exploring archeological exca- 
vations, Judy Feld Carr became enraged. 

At the Ontario Region Congress executive meeting in Toronto 
Judy raised the issue of the minister’s apparent lack of interest in 
Syrian Jews. “This does not show concern for the Jewish people; the 
least he could have done was not to make a public statement [to the 
press]. We, as community leaders, must learn from history and get 
off the fence, not worry about politics at such occasions....” The 
committee members cautioned Judy not to jump to conclusions 
about a minister who had an enviable record of service in the com- 
munity. But she would have none of it; she wrote to Danson, 
demanding an explanation and warning him that he would feel the 
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sting of community anger at the upcoming Congress plenary in 
Montreal the following month . 20 

Danson replied that during official visits like the one to Syria 
his time was not his own. Every part of his itinerary was laid out in 
advance and, to a great extent, reflected the wishes of his hosts. 
They knew that he was Jewish and he had used the opportunity to 
discuss issues of Jewish concern with Arab leaders, including 
President Assad. In veiled language, the minister suggested that 
issues specific to the Jews of Syria were not forgotten. 

There were other aspects more germane to your specific concerns 
which have some hope of success, rather than publicity which might 
give me short-term satisfaction, but would prove counter-productive 
to the real matters which concern you and I. The matter was, however, 
not neglected . 30 

Judy was not satisfied. What matters outside that glare of pub- 
licity was he referring to? She asked him to meet her before the 
Congress plenary meetings in Montreal. Danson declined. The line 
between public duty and community interest is a difficult one to 
draw, but he felt he had served both well. He had said all he was 
going to say on the subject. Judy backed away from further public 
confrontation . 31 

When the minister returned to Ottawa from the Congress ple- 
nary, he requested up-to-date briefing information on the situation 
of Syrian Jews and Canadian policy respecting them. The report he 
received was once again at odds with the portrait painted by Judy 
and her committee. The briefing notes described a mistrusted popu- 
lace at the margins of Syrian social, economic, and political life, but 
not a community in danger for their lives. The solution to the 
Syrian Jewish emigration issue was not in Canada’s power to shape, 
but was dependent on the resolution of the Israeli-Syrian standoff . 32 

In the meantime, Hannah Cohen’s application to bring her family 
to Canada was going nowhere. Judy asked a Congress official in 
Toronto to write a letter to Canadian Immigration in support of her 
application, asserting that Rabbi Dahab would be a valuable asset to 
the Toronto Jewish community. 
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[He] is a strictly observant Jew, a most learned person, a Hebrew 
scholar and a highly qualified ritual slaughterer. We, in Canada, have 
difficulty in obtaining functionaries of this calibre, particularly ritual 
slaughterers, and therefore we would have a post available for 
Reverend Dahab when he emigrates . 34 

Months, then years, passed with no apparent action. The documen' 
tation had been forwarded to Canadian officials in Beirut, then on 
to Damascus for Syrian government review. Hannah Cohen’s appli- 
cation went no further . 34 

Syrian officials not only refused to approve the application, they 
also obstructed the process. The would-be immigrants had to sign a 
Canadian document stating that they wanted to come to Canada, 
and they also had to complete medical forms. However, Syrian 
postal authorities would not deliver the necessary forms. Canadian 
Immigration routinely sent the documents, but they always got lost 
in the mail. This made the Syrian Jews very nervous. How many 
would actively court the wrath of Syrian officials by stating their 
desire to emigrate? Such a statement did not guarantee permission 
to leave so much as it guaranteed that Syrian officials would make 
the applicant’s life miserable. Canadian Immigration authorities 
nonetheless remained unbending in their demand that the paper- 
work be signed and submitted. 

The Department of External Affairs and this Department [Immi- 
gration] have been concerned with the plight of the Jewish minority 
in Syria for several years. As you know, we have expressed to the 
Syrian government our concerns about the immigration of those 
Syrian Jews having close relatives in Canada. However, the Syrians 
are reluctant to allow free immigration of their citizens. It is the neg- 
ative attitudes of the Syrian government to the emigration of their 
nationals, not Canadian immigration requirements, which is the 
greatest obstacle in the path of Syrian Jews wishing to join family in 
Canada . 36 

Judy Feld Carr warned Immigration officials that sending the forms 
by mail was not only a waste of time but was also dangerous. It 
fingered specific Jewish families to the Muhabarat. If Canadian 
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Immigration needed the forms filled out, she urged that they be 
hand delivered to Syria by Canadian embassy officials in Beirut. 

You may be aware that the Syrian government does not allow its 
Jewish citizens to travel outside the confines of their own cities with- 
out special permission from the police, and therefore they especially 
are not allowed to visit Lebanon for any reason . 56 

The only way for the families to receive the application forms would 
be for a Canadian official to bring them personally when he visited 
Syria. 

According to Judy, Canadian ministers of External Affairs had 
promised to authorize Canadian embassy personnel in Beirut to do 
just that. But immigration authorities claimed to know nothing 
about it. One official warned, “I remain as convinced as my prede- 
cessor that any attempt at direct contact by Canadian officials 
might have adverse effects.” However, he said, “that the [Canadian] 
Employment and Immigration office in Beirut will continue to mon- 
itor the situation closely and will take all necessary steps which may 
be practical and feasible to bring about the processing of the appli- 
cations .” 37 

External Affairs and Immigration authorities came up with 
what they hoped would be a workable compromise. The Canadian 
embassy in Beirut would send the necessary medical forms to the 
British embassy in Damascus, where Canada maintained a small 
office for the use of Canadian diplomats. One of the prominent 
Aleppo rabbis in Hannah Cohen’s family was often authorized to 
travel to Damascus on community business and for medical care. He 
could make a quick stop at the British embassy to pick up the nec- 
essary forms. On a subsequent visit, the completed forms could be 
returned the same way. In the meantime, Canadian Immigration 
agreed that Hannah could fill out the individual forms on behalf of 
family members in Aleppo. 

Of course, even if the plan worked, Canada could only issue 
immigration visas for entry to Canada. “The issuance of exit visas 
is entirely within the responsibility of the Syrian government. We 
[Canada] have no jurisdiction in this area, and we are not able to 
make representations on behalf of intending immigrants.” None- 
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theless, Hannah still welcomed the chance to have her family fill 
out the necessary medical forms and have Canadian visas issued in 
their names. 

An Aleppo Jewish businessman who secretly visited Judy Feld 
Carr communicated the arrangement for the document pickup at the 
British embassy in Damascus. As arranged, the rabbi, at some per- 
sonal risk, applied for special permission to visit Damascus — ostensi- 
bly on Jewish community business. Hoping that he was not being 
followed, he detoured to the British embassy to pick up the papers 
that had been sent from Beirut. To his shock, the British knew noth- 
ing of any forms or papers and suggested that the family travel to the 
Canadian embassy in Beirut. “As you know,” he reported to Judy, “it 
is impossible for us to travel to Beirut.” 38 

Embarrassed, Ottawa officials could not figure out what went 
wrong and twisted this way and that for an explanation. 

It could be that the family did not explain to the Embassy officials that 
arrangements had been made for them to pick up the forms. If they 
generally asked for the forms for immigration to Canada, they would 
have been advised that they should contact the Canadian officials, 
who, of course, are located in Beirut. 39 

Whatever the reason for the foul-up, it was evident that Syrian 
authorities were unwilling to entertain any request for emigration. 
This foreclosed legal exit for all but the old and infirm. Even in 
these cases, a stiff bond against return was often prohibitive. Faraj 
Sasson, father of Rabbi Jacques Sasson, was not encouraging in a let- 
ter he wrote to Judy from Brazil. 

By way of Rabbi Eliahou Dahab and his family, I have to tell you that 
it is almost impossible for one whole family to leave Syria. It might 
happen that one single person might leave with difficulty against a 
deposit which amounts to $12,000 American dollars and with much 
effort because the government had made restrictions recently follow- 
ing the escape of a good number of persons. 

How had Faraj Sasson and his family been able to leave together? 

One of the greatest reasons which helped our departure, it is that we 
are two old people with a very young child, it is not the same thing 
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when it concerns young people.... I do not have to hide from you this 
it was necessary to sacrifice my finances of a century of work in our 
school as a principal and as a teacher, my indemnity, my pension and 
yet more gifts which I received from my old students scattered in all 
comers of the world. With that I am actually in debt of more than 
$3,000.00 to my friends who are still in Aleppo. 40 

Despite his financial situation, Faraj Sasson considered himself 
blessed. At least he, his wife, and a child were out of Syria. 

While there was no progress on immigration, through 1978 and into 
1979, Judy Feld Carr and her supporters sent more than $20,000 
worth of religious books, along with articles and cash donations to 
assist the neediest Jews in Damascus and Aleppo. The process had 
become routine. At the request of either Rabbi Sasson in Aleppo or 
Rabbi Hamra in Damascus, Judy purchased religious texts, prayer 
shawls, tefillin, and leather straps for the repair of tefillin using money 
from the Feld Fund. Syrian authorities allowed the packages from 
Canada through, although parcels mailed from the United States 
sometimes went undelivered or were returned to the sender. In one 
case, American senders were notified that their parcel had been 
rerouted from Damascus and ended up in a post office in Calcutta. 
Several American supporters began to contribute money to the Feld 
Fund. 41 

Rabbi Sasson and Rabbi Flamra acknowledged receipt of each 
shipment by letter or telegram. Often the acknowledgment was effu- 
sive in its praise for Judy Feld Carr and her assistance to the Jews of 
Syria. The effusiveness reflected a style of writing commonly used in 
that part of the world to express gratitude, but the praise was also 
from the heart. Perhaps none was so flowery as a letter written to 
Judy Feld Carr in French by Rabbi Sasson after he received a box of 
religious articles and $1,000 to distribute to the needy Jews of 
Aleppo. Even from the awkward English translation that was hastily 
done for her, it is easy to understand why Judy Feld Carr was embar- 
rassed at the extent of the flattery. 

We have received your kind tetter with your subsidy and have been 
very grateful. Many thanks to God who sent us a merciful mother, the 
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queen of good and benevolence. We don’t know what does express 
this generous name “Judy Feld”? Does it express a normal person who 
lives in Toronto? Oh no and thousands of no. Indeed, this lovely name 
expresses an angel sent by God. This angel who gathers all means of 
good and humanity holds a pure heart beating with affection for reli- 
gion and Torah. 

Thirty years have passed of our life and we ignore that there is such 
generous personality in the world whose first and last aim in life is to 
think about her brothers in Aleppo, to worry about our situation, trou- 
bles, and to fulfil our wishes and inquiries. She always offered kindness 
and good deeds. Therefore, we have now known a lot about your pure 
personality and we feel that you are living in our heart for ever. We 
shall never forget as long as we live your kindness. Every body of our 
families and students participate with us in our great affection to you 
and everybody of your esteemed community. 

We have a good knowledge about you from your good deeds and 
correspondence, but your photograph was lacking for us. We want 
your photograph to hold it day and night, to put it in our hearts and 
inside the holy books you sent so to bless you . 42 

But for all the praise, for all her efforts over eight years, Judy Feld 
Carr’s most important goal still eluded her. She had yet to deliver a 
single Jew out of Syrian captivity. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Deliver Them 
Out of Syria 


I N DECEMBER 1978, world leaders gathered at the UN head- 
quarters in New York to mark the thirtieth anniversary of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Alain Poher, 
president of the French Senate and president of the International 
Council for Jews in Arab Countries, was not there. He sent a letter 
to UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim demanding that the UN 
condemn Syria for its violations of the Universal Declaration. The 
human rights of Syrian Jews, Poher reminded Waldheim, were sub- 
ject to daily abuse and “repeated appeals to the Syrian Government 
for the abolition of the discrimination and persecution of the Jewish 
community have been in vain.” 

Therefore we have decided to appeal to you once again to intervene 
for the improvement of the situation of this community. By its behav- 
iour in respect to Jews living in its territory, Syria constantly and 
methodically violates the International Charter of Civil and Political 
Rights of 1966 to which she adhered on 21 April 1969. The 4500 Jews 
of Syria, residing in Damascus, Aleppo and Kamishli, are treated as 
hostages and cannot leave the country even for medical treatment. 

In special cases, a small number of Jews receives permission to leave 
Syria for limited periods, after having deposited a guarantee of at least 
25,000 Syrian pounds and leaving in Syria members of their families 
as hostages. This behaviour constitutes a violation of the above 
mentioned Declaration and in particular of Paragraph 12 (2) which 
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stipulates that every man is free to leave any country he resides in, 
including his own. 

The international community cannot remain silent in face of the 
refusal of the rights of free exit and freedom of movement. 

We ask for your urgent intervention with the Syrian authorities in 
order to secure permission to any Jew, who so desires, to leave the 
country and in particular to join members of his family, if any, who 
reside abroad . 1 

Poher’s letter didn’t made a ripple at the United Nations. And the 
Syrian regime was determined to show that it would not tolerate 
interference in what it regarded as its domestic affairs. This protest 
by Poher must have smacked of Israeli-engineered propaganda that 
was designed to discredit Syria while diverting world attention away 
from Israeli actions in the West Bank and Gaza. Syria was not pre- 
pared to yield to the protester’s demands; Alain Poher’s letter would 
change nothing for the Jews of Syria. 

A month earlier, Judy Feld Carr had secretly met with a Syrian 
Jew in Toronto. He was an import agent who was allowed out of 
Syria on short-term exit visas. Encouraged by Rabbi Hamra, he con- 
tacted her from New York, and identified himself as a friend of the 
rabbi. Judy was suspicious and questioned him carefully. Satisfied 
that he was not a Syrian agent, she convinced him to visit Toronto. 
At first he was reluctant, worried that if the Syrians discovered that 
he had visited Canada, he would be punished. He had seen the 
inside of a Syrian prison more than once. In his youth, he had twice 
tried to escape into Lebanon. Twice he had been imprisoned and 
tortured. 

Judy reassured him that his visit could be kept secret and he 
agreed to come. But still afraid that the Muhabarat would find out 
that he was in Canada, he spent all three days sequestered in the 
Carr house. He was Judy’s first clandestine Syrian visitor, but not the 
last. Over the years, there was a long line of mysterious strangers 
who huddled in conversation with Judy as the routine of the house- 
hold flowed around them. 

This visitor was especially well connected through his business 
and other associations. He knew who in the Jewish community was 
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reliable. He knew how the Syrian regime worked. He knew how to 
play the angles and what went on at the margins of Syrian society. 
He knew where to get a fixer and how much it would cost. And he 
shared this knowledge with Judy Feld Carr. Over the years she relied 
on him for information and turned to him as a sounding board for 
her ideas. When he returned to Syria from business trips abroad, he 
served as a courier for her. Even after he left Syria permanently some 
years later, he ensured that the money she sent to Syria made its way 
into the right hands. 2 

The value of his information was in its details — names, 
addresses, dates, prices, relationships, chronology. He was a walking, 
talking reference guide to the Muhabarat section that dealt with the 
Jews and to the aspirations of the beleaguered Jewish community. 
As she always did when she talked to any of her sources, Judy kept 
careful notes. After her guest left Toronto, she compiled a confi- 
dential report and gave it to the Israeli consul on the understanding 
that it would be forwarded to the appropriate officials, including 
those in Israeli intelligence. 

This confidential report opened a long and often fractious rela- 
tionship between Judy and Israeli intelligence. What must Israeli 
intelligence have made of her- — a Toronto mother of six with a mas- 
ter’s degree in music education who had put together her own 
network of informants in Syria? She was an amateur. Could her 
information be trusted? Could she be trusted? Some of the informa- 
tion that Judy supplied to the Israelis was new, and they did not want 
to discourage her. They decided to proceed cautiously, acknowledg- 
ing her assistance without letting her know how critical her material 
sometimes proved to be. When Judy passed on the report from her 
visitor, Israeli officials minimized its usefulness and even told her that 
some of her facts were wrong. 3 

Six months later, Judy was in Israel and a government contact 
offered to set up a briefing on Syrian Jewry with the Foreign Office. 
She accepted. The Foreign Office official cautioned her that what 
he was about to tell her was privileged, but to her amusement, much 
of what he said sounded very familiar. “1 looked at his desk and there 
was my report in my typing and with my signature. They even 
had the chutzpa to send this so-called wrong report marked 
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‘Confidential’ to all the Israeli embassies and ambassadors through' 
out the world.” 4 

How could she put her information to work for Syrian Jewry? 
In one respect, Alain Poher had been wrong in his letter to Kurt 
Waldheim. Syrian authorities were allowing some Jews to leave 
Syria for business purposes or to seek medical treatment abroad. For 
those who were sick, it was often a grudging permission granted only 
in the late stages of an illness, after much pleading and greasing of 
official palms. Such permissions were rare — witness Simon 
Khabas — but there was a precedent for Syrian authorities to grant 
humanitarian leave. 

The Khabas story, despite its sad ending, encouraged Judy to 
think that it was possible to “legally” get Jews out of Syria if officials 
understood or, more to the point, could be paid to understand that 
medical treatment abroad was necessary. She considered this possi- 
bility as hope faded of getting the Syrians to approve Hannah 
Cohen’s application to bring her family to Canada. Why not use the 
Khabas precedent to get her family’s ailing patriarch, Rabbi Eliahou 
Dahab, out of Syria for medical treatment? Rabbi Dahab suffered 
from cancer and, according to Hannah Cohen, he was receiving 
only minimal treatment. Doctors in Aleppo said they could do lit- 
tie more for him. A humanitarian case could be made that Rabbi 
Dahab needed medical treatment abroad. 

The Syrian president himself had opened the door to humani- 
tarian appeals when he eased restrictions on Syrian Jews in the mid- 
1970s. Of course, Assad did not decide individual cases personally. 
His officials were responsibile for judging what was a humanitarian 
need. In a society where officials regularly sold indulgences, why not 
a stamp in a passport? The question was seldom whether a case was 
truly one of humanitarian need. The question was how much it 
would cost. As Syrian Jews knew from their day-to-day experience, 
there was often room for haggling. But negotiations were not always 
simple. It wasn’t enough to fill out an application, dangle a few gifts 
in front of officials, and wait for them to process the forms. There 
still needed to be a legitimizing smokescreen. 

Throughout much of 1978, correspondence between Judy Feld 
Carr and Rabbi Sasson in Aleppo about shipments of religious 
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articles and books included occasional concerned references to 
Rabbi Dahab’s health, designed to catch the eye of the Muhabarat. 
If the rabbi would apply for humanitarian leave to seek medical 
treatment in Canada, Judy would be pleased to arrange such care for 
him in Toronto. Money from the Feld Fund would cover whatever 
costs were involved. Thanking her, Rabbi Dahab applied for 
humanitarian leave to go abroad for medical treatment, accompa- 
nied by his wife and his older daughter, Olga. 

To keep the rabbi’s medical condition in front of the Muhabarat, 
Judy asked for a copy of his medical records to pass on to doctors in 
Toronto. The records would not be released. She turned to the 
Canadian representative of the International Red Cross. Its Geneva 
office requested the records through its representative in Syria. 
Instead of the records, the Red Cross received a statement explain- 
ing, “The person concerned was transferred two years ago to the 
Damascus Hospital and treated by cobalt; the diagnosis cancer of 
the bladder. Rabbi Dahab is presently in the French hospital in 
Damascus being treated for anemia .” 6 

Meanwhile, Rabbi Dahab’s family in Aleppo secured a state- 
ment from his doctor, countersigned by the local health department 
and stating that “the patient has been treated here by every possible 
means available to us without success. Therefore the only possible 
means and hope existing for the patient to get well is by leaving the 
country and seeking help overseas. This letter was supplied to 
appropriate authorities who already knew that the International Red 
Cross was interested. Money from the Feld Fund was slipped to one 
official here and another there. Syrian authorities told the family that 
a temporary exit visa would be granted as long as medical authorities 
in Toronto agreed to take on the rabbi’s case. But the rabbi would 
have to travel alone. Permission for either his elderly and frail wife 
or his daughter to accompany him abroad was refused. A subsequent 
request through the International Red Cross that a nurse be allowed 
to accompany the rabbi was not acknowledged . 7 

In Toronto, several doctors volunteered to provide free medical 
services for Rabbi Dahab. Judy and Hannah Cohen sent what med- 
ical information they had on the rabbi to several cancer specialists 
so that they would be ready if and when he arrived. With letters 
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from the doctors in hand, a cash bond posted against his return, and 
more money discreetly doled out to officials, Rabbi Dahab was 
issued a passport and a three-month exit visa . 8 

Canada agreed to issue an entry visa, but nobody could guaran- 
tee that a visa sent by mail from the Canadian embassy in Beirut 
would be delivered. Fearing that the rabbi’s departure could be held 
up if he was forced to wait for a Canadian visitor’s visa, Judy asked 
if an alternate delivery route could be worked out. Ottawa approved 
a plan to send the visa sent to the British embassy in Damascus. Her 
contacts in Aleppo, however, advised that the plan was problem- 
atic. Judy understood this to mean that it was difficult to get per- 
mission to travel from Aleppo to Damascus, and a visit to the 
British embassy was too risky. So Judy approached the minister of 
Immigration who agreed to make an exception and issue the rabbi a 
visa upon his arrival in Toronto . 9 

The plan was co-ordinated with Rabbi Sasson, Rabbi Dahab’s 
colleague in Aleppo. Judy prepaid an open round-trip Damascus/ 
Toronto ticket on KLM, booked a flight for the first week of April, 
made arrangements for kosher food on the trip, and posted the bond 
against the rabbi’s return. She made sure that someone would be on 
hand in Amsterdam to help the ailing rabbi make his flight transfer 
there. In the week before his planned departure, she informed 
Canadian Immigration authorities of the flight plans so that the visa 
would be waiting at the airport and notified the doctors of his arrival 
date. Hannah Cohen and her family prepared to welcome her 
brother. Everything was set . 10 

Without notice or explanation, Syrian authorities suddenly 
demanded that Rabbi Dahab leave two days early on a Lufthansa 
flight from Damascus to Frankfurt. The rabbi had no choice and had 
no way to warn Judy. There was no time to arrange kosher food, so 
Rabbi Dahab, attached to a catheter, neither ate nor drank during 
his lengthy journey. Only with the kind assistance of Lufthansa per- 
sonnel in Frankfurt was he able to transfer to the Toronto leg of his 
journey. 

Several hours before the rabbi’s arrival, the travel agent who 
booked the original KLM ticket called Judy in a panic. The rabbi 
was already en route to Toronto and would be landing soon. Judy 
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scrambled to rearrange everything. She notified immigration 
authorities in Ottawa and at Toronto airport of the change in 
plan. She alerted the hospital. The staff promised to have a medical 
team standing by and dispatched an ambulance to meet the flight. 
Somehow everything fell into place. Within an hour of landing in 
Toronto, Rabbi Dahab, his passport stamped with a Canadian visi- 
tor’s visa, was being examined by doctors with a Hebrew-speaking 
nurse in attendance. 11 

The doctors’ findings were not encouraging. The rabbi was in 
very serious condition when he arrived. “The internist who checked 
him,” Judy wrote to an Israeli activist, “told me that he had not seen 
a body like that since Auschwitz. The poor man was suffering from 
dehydration and the lack of food, he had sores all around his 
mouth.” Rabbi Dahab’s cancer was very far advanced. Doctors 
would do what they could, but there was little hope. 

Rabbi Dahab understood that his time was limited and he made 
two requests. He wanted to go to Israel to be with his children and 
have tea with his mother, who was in her nineties. More important, 
he was worried about his two unmarried daughters still in Syria, 
Olga and Ava. His second request was that Judy Feld Carr deliver 
them out of Syria as she had delivered him. 12 

After doing what they could for him, Rabbi Dahab’s doctors 
agreed that there was no medical reason that he should not join 
family in Israel. But under no circumstances would Syrian govern- 
ment officials countenance the rabbi going to Israel, whatever his 
health. If they ever found out, they might take it out on his wife and 
daughters. 13 

Judy and the Cohens devised a charade to prevent Syrian offi- 
cials from finding out. The rabbi, accompanied by Hannah Cohen’s 
husband, was booked on an El A1 flight out of Montreal, under 
assumed names. Rabbi Dahab could not travel on his Syrian passport 
because his documentation was needed in Toronto to give the 
impression that he was still in Canada receiving medical treatment. 
The Israeli consul in Toronto stepped in. During a visit with the 
rabbi in hospital, the two men discovered a bond. While posted to 
Turkey, the consul had issued travel papers for one of the rabbi’s sons, 
who had escaped from Syria. As he had done for the son, he now Hid 
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for the father. The consul issued the rabbi a laissez-passer , authorizing 
international travel in lieu of a passport. Two weeks after arriving in 
Toronto, the rabbi secretly left Canada for Israel and a reunion with 
his mother and his children. 

The Carrs travelled to Israel soon thereafter and visited with 
Rabbi Dahab at the home of one of his children in Tel Aviv. The 
rabbi, now near death, again made Judy Feld Carr promise to bring 
his daughters out of Syria. Although she promised, she did not know 
how she could deliver. A few days later, almost three months to the 
day after his arrival in Toronto, the rabbi died. 

To maintain the fiction that Rabbi Dahab was still alive and 
receiving medical treatment in Toronto, the family in Israel agreed 
not to make any public announcement of his death. In Canada, Judy 
Feld Carr hatched a scheme that she hoped would bring Olga out of 
Syria. She wrote to Rabbi Sasson in Aleppo and to Rabbi Hamra in 
Damascus and reported on the rabbi’s supposed condition. She also 
wrote about how lonely he was in Toronto, about the high cost of 
round-the-clock nursing care, and that the Jewish community could 
not continue paying indefinitely for ir. Was it possible for the rabbi’s 
older daughter Olga to come to Toronto and tend to her father’s 
needs? A telegram was sent to Olga over her father’s name, asking 
that she come to Toronto to take care of him. Rabbi Sasson picked 
up the cues. With his help, Olga applied for a Syrian passport and 
exit visa . 14 

When Rabbi Dahab ’s three-month Syrian exit visa expired his 
passport was sent to the Syrian embassy in Washington for renewal. 
His signature on the application was copied from the existing pass- 
port but with a shakier hand, as if written by a sick man. Judy took 
the existing passport photograph to a professional photographer 
who touched it up to show a sick man — hollow cheeks, less of a 
smile, eyes with dark circles. Finally, a sympathetic doctor wrote a 
letter explaining that Rabbi Dahab’s medical treatment had to be 
continued. The renewal application was risky. In due course, how- 
ever, the rabbi’s passport was mailed back to Toronto, his visa exten- 
sion approved . 15 

Syrian authorities advised Olga that, unlike her father, she 
would not be issued a passport or exit visa unless she had a Canadian 
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entry visa. American dollars had a way of prompting official action, 
but in Olga’s case, the Muhabarat had put its foot down. She could 
leave only when she had the Canadian visa in hand. Canadian 
Immigration officials assured Judy that granting a visitor’s visa for 
Olga would not be a problem . 16 The difficulty was getting it to Olga 
in Syria. Sending the visa to the British embassy in Damascus was 
risky because all comings and goings at foreign embassies in Syria 
were monitored. The previous plan to pick up the papers at the 
embassy had failed. Judy wanted External Affairs to hand deliver a 
visa to someone in Damascus who could be trusted to pass it on to 
Olga in Aleppo. External Affairs officials were skittish. Hand deliv- 
ery of the visas in Syria involved direct contact between a Canadian 
official and a Syrian Jew; it was risky for the diplomat and even 
riskier for the Jew . 17 A Canadian Immigration official advised Judy 
that the idea had been rejected as reckless and dangerous. 

I remain as convinced as my predecessors that any attempt at direct 
contact by Canadian officials might have adverse effects not only for 
the families involved but also for other Syrian applicants. You are, no 
doubt, aware that there are hundreds of [non-Jewish] Canadians of 
Syrian origin in this country. They, too, are interested in being re- 
united with their close relatives who still live in Syria . 18 

Without the co-operation of Canadian officials, they would have to 
attempt another pickup from the British embassy. Judy decided that 
under the circumstances, the Syrians should be forewarned that Olga 
or someone representing her would be going to the embassy for that 
express purpose. She laid the groundwork in letters to Aleppo and 
Damascus — Olga was needed by her sick father and it was necessary for 
her to pick up her Canadian visa at the British embassy in Damascus. 

After some delay External Affairs advised Judy that a Canadian 
official carrying the documents would be at the British embassy, the 
“post-office” in Syria, for three days in the second week of January. 
She informed Rabbi Hamra in Damascus and Rabbis Sasson and 
Farhi in Aleppo of the dates for the pickup. She reiterated in her 
correspondence that the visa was being issued so “Olga can come to 
Canada to take care of her very sick father. He is desperately lonely 
for her and needs her very much.” ig 
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Olga and Rabbi Farhi’s wile were granted permission to travel 
from Aleppo to Damascus on the appointed day. But they came 
away from the embassy empty-handed. Rabbi Farhi explained to 
Judy what had happened. 

My wife and Olga travelled to Damascus to the British Embassy on 9 
January as you wished to pick up the temporary visa for Olga but that 
Canadian representative wasn’t there and the British Embassy told us 
that he is in the Hotel and also we didn’t find him and he left the hotel 
in the morning and we have not a passport yet for visa. 20 

Judy was angry with officials for not making good on their promise 
to be at the embassy and angry with herself for compromising Olga’s 
safety. Instead of attacking Immigration officials, though, she went 
directly to Ron Atkey, the minister of Immigration, and appealed to 
him to authorize hand delivery of the visa in Damascus. Atkey 
agreed to do all he could. He assigned one of his assistants to work 
with her and External Affairs to get the visa delivered. 

They devised a new plan. A high-ranking Canadian official 
from the embassy in Beirut would take the visa with him on a visit 
to Damascus, where he would make an unofficial side trip to the Ben 
Maimoun Jewish Day School. The cover story was that the 
Canadian official was verifying that the boxes of religious articles 
mailed from Canada to the Jewish community of Damascus were 
being put to good use. 

The Canadian emissary was to arrive at the school promptly at 
two-thirty in the afternoon, after the Syrian attendant, a govern- 
ment informant who monitored school affairs on behalf of the 
Muhabarat, had left for the day. However, the information was 
incorrect: the Syrian normally left the school at three in the after- 
noon. Fortunately, that day he didn’t feel well and left early. Rabbi 
Hamra must have felt uneasy when the Canadian arrived at two- 
thirty. He was too early. Had something gone wrong? Could this be 
a trap? He breathed a sigh of relief when the Canadian visitor gave 
the pre-arranged code, “Judy sends regards.” The Canadian diplo- 
mat handed over the envelope containing the visa and left. 21 

With a Canadian visa in hand and cash supplied by the Feld 
Fund to cover both the requisite bond against her return and money 
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to prime the Syrian bureaucratic pump, Olga’s exit visa application 
made its way through the system. It took another few months and 
another few payments, hut an exit visa was finally issued. Olga left 
Syria for Toronto on a prepaid round-trip KLM ticket. When she 
arrived in Toronto she was told that her father had died. Her safe 
removal from Syria had been her father’s last wish. 22 

Olga’s departure from Syria in 1980 was like an adrenaline rush 
for Judy Feld Carr. She had succeeded in getting Rabbi Dahab to 
Toronto, but he was sick and needed medical care. The story con- 
cocted to bring Olga out had been no more carefully constructed 
than any of the other family reunification applications that had 
gone nowhere in the Syrian approval process. As far as Judy could 
figure, the difference was that the road that brought Olga out of 
Syria was a toll road. It was pay as you go. Having learned this sim- 
ple truth, Judy Feld Carr soon became a regular on the route. 

Gradually word began to seep out into Syrian Jewish communities 
that a woman in Toronto, Mrs. Judy, could buy people out of Syria. 
Those desperate to bring family out of Syria called Mrs. Judy and she 
listened. Once she verified that a story was true, it was hard to say 
no. Judy found herself with an expanding case load and worked on 
many of the files simultaneously. The possibility to rescue Jews from 
Syria excited her, and she was not going to let any opportunity slip 
through her fingers. 

The case of Rabbi Dahab’s other daughter, Ava, was particularly 
important to her. Judy’s strategy was simple and, in Syrian terms, 
legal. She again concocted a humanitarian case supported by pleas 
for help from Toronto. For nineteen-year-old Ava, the pretext was a 
variation on the theme used to bring Olga from Syria. Judy suggested 
that since Ava’s mother, Rabbi Dahab’s wife, suffered from a chronic 
heart condition, she too would benefit from medical treatment in 
Toronto. As soon as Syrian authorities signalled that they might be 
induced to let the rabbi’s wife to travel abroad for medical care, Judy 
argued that the woman was both too ill and too frail to travel alone. 
In a letter to Rabbi Dahab’s son-in-law, Rabbi Farhi, Judy went fur- 
ther and invented a legal case for why mother and daughter had to 
travel together. 
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I am very concerned about your mother-in-law and Ava. I am pleased 
that your mother-in-law was accepted, but it will be impossible for her 
to come here alone because she is too sick. The Canadian government 
has told me that they will have the Canadian visa here in the airport 
for her as soon as she gets off the plane only if she is accompanied by 
her daughter. This is Canadian law. They want her young healthy 
daughter to travel with her, in case she becomes more sick on the 
plane. The visa has been arranged for the two of them to enter Canada 
temporarily . 23 

Unfortunately, Syrian authorities rejected pleas that both 
mother and daughter travel together. They were prepared to let the 
mother leave, but the daughter had to stay . 24 Judy and Rabbi Farhi 
proceeded on the assumption that this was just a sign that negotia- 
tions were not over. Syrian authorities kept finding problem after 
problem in granting Ava leave to travel with her sick mother, prob- 
lems money managed to solve. Unfortunately, however, a few days 
before Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, Ava’s mother died qui- 
etly in her sleep . 25 

Judy could no longer argue that Ava was needed to escort her 
sick mother to Canada for medical treatment, so she wrote to Rabbi 
Farhi suggesting that Ava might find comfort for the loss of her 
mother in a visit to her aunt, Hannah Cohen, in Toronto. Syrian 
officials sensed that they would have to produce an exit visa or see 
this deal fall through. After almost a year and a half and several 
more cash payments to iron out an endless stream of “administra- 
tive” problems, Syrian authorities accepted a deposit against Ava’s 
return to Syria and issued her passport and exit visa. With assur- 
ances from Canadian authorities that Ava would be granted a 
Canadian visitor’s visa on arrival in Toronto, she boarded her flight 
from Damascus to Toronto . 26 

When the KLM flight touched down in Toronto, the excited 
Cohen and Carr families were waiting at the airport to welcome 
Ava to Canada. But after all the other passengers had cleared 
customs and immigration, Ava still had not appeared. What could 
have gone wrong? Had Ava been prevented from boarding her flight 
at the last minute? Has she missed her connecting flight in 
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Amsterdam? Worried, Don Carr and Ava’s uncle, Jeff Cohen, went 
to the Canadian Immigration office in the terminal. Ava was being 
detained for questioning hy an Immigration officer. Don Carr 
explained that a Canadian entry visa had been pre-arranged. If 
there was any problem, he was a lawyer and Jeff Cohen, the passen- 
ger’s uncle, spoke Arabic. The two men were ushered into the wait- 
ing room. There was no problem; the Immigration officer was going 
through the formalities of issuing Ava her Canadian entry visa. 
While the official was completing the paperwork, he asked if it was 
true that Ava was Jewish. Don Carr answered yes with some unease. 
Canadian Immigration officials had no business asking about reli- 
gion. The officer suddenly switched into Hebrew and explained that 
he was a former Israeli. He had not realized that there were any Jews 
in Syria. A few minutes later, with a parting “Shalom,” Ava was 
legally in Canada . 27 

There were several loose ends to tie up. It was now safe to let 
Rabbi Dahab to die in the eyes of Syrian officials. An Ontario death 
certificate required a body, but Rabbi Dahab was already buried in 
Israel. Different regulations in Quebec made the paperwork easier, 
so a new fiction was devised. If Syrian authorities asked questions, it 
would be said the rabbi had gone to Montreal to consult another 
doctor and died there. As a further precaution, a Jewish burial soci- 
ety in Montreal agreed to erect a gravestone for the rabbi over an 
empty grave . 28 

And what of Olga and Ava? Once the Syrians knew that Rabbi 
Dahab was dead, Olga would be expected to return. Ava was also 
supposed to go back to Syria when her visitor’s visa expired. Both 
women were already in Israel, and neither had any intention of 
returning to Syria. Ava suggested that Syrian authorities would 
accept marriage as a legitimate reason for the two sisters not to 
return, so Judy arranged fictional Canadian marriages for the two 
sisters. In correspondence with Rabbi Farhi about other matters, she 
dropped comments that they were being courted by respectable 
young men in Toronto. 

Ava is very happy here. She has gotten used to the cold weather, and 

has seen Montreal. You do not have to thank me for her new clothes, 
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it was a pleasure to see her look so beautiful, and that makes me very 
happy. I have spoken to some Rabbis here to introduce her to young 
men now. Several students from the university have taken her out for 
parties and dinners, and she has enjoyed them very much. Perhaps, it 
will happen that she will meet someone that she may love, and get 
married. Her sister has met someone, and has been going out with him 
for a long time . 29 

What was only dating in the early spring was serious talk of mar- 
riage by mid-summer and weddings by the late summer. A co-oper- 
ative Toronto rabbi wrote up a ketuba, the traditional Jewish 
marriage contract given to every Jewish bride, for each of the sisters 
as proof of marriage. Copies were sent to Rabbi Farhi, who presented 
them to Syrian authorities. By means of a code — “Montreal” was 
used for Israel and “clothes” as code for travel arrangements — Judy 
Feld Carr had already let Rabbi Farhi know Olga and Ava were in 
Israel . 30 

It had taken four years, but an old man’s dying wish had come true. 
His daughters were safely out of Syria and free to begin their lives 
again. For Judy Feld Carr, redeeming Jewish souls from bondage was 
exhilerating, but expensive. She paid out many thousands of dollars 
over the years, sending religious articles into Syria and bribing 
Syrian officials for exit visas. Judy and a small group of activists, par- 
ticularly her friend Helen Cooper, used every opportunity to 
fundraise for the Feld Fund. Money came in from ordinary people 
who trusted Judy and wanted to help her work. 

But some of the ransom money came from deeper pockets. 
There were no major public fundraising functions, no celebrity din- 
ners, no art auctions, and no plaques for donors or cocktail parties. 
Donors never knew the details of what Judy was doing, but they 
were quietly assured that their contribution would make a rescue 
happen. According to Helen Cooper, the idea of being part of a 
cloak-and-dagger rescue operation attracted the donors. In many 
cases, Judy sent individual donors a photograph of the family their 
money had helped buy out of Syria . 31 

Judy had a short list of repeat donors throughout North 
America who could be counted on for an emergency infusion of 


129 



funds. A number of rabbis were willing to approach synagogue mem- 
bers for a donation to the Feld Fund or draw on synagogue discre- 
tionary funds if the need was immediate. Trust was important; of 
necessity a veil of secrecy remained over the money’s use.’ 2 Judy 
explained this to an Australian Jewish group who volunteered to 
raise money. Some of the money raised could be used to “ransom” 
Jews out of Syria, but they could not expect a detailed accounting. 

As your executive wishes, I will send you Xerox copies of each bank 
draft sent to Syria, under the condition that never is it to be made pub- 
lic or discussed outside your immediate executive. 

The money will be used only when it is possible to ransom someone 
or to be used for the poor. If you wish, it may pay for religious books to 
be using in the schools and synagogues. That is your choice. You must 
understand the secrecy involved in this. If anything should ever by 
made public, it will be the end of the whole network . 33 

Judy Feld Carr had to straddle the line between secret activity and 
public promotion. The mandate of the Congress National Commit- 
tee on Jews in Arab Lands was to inform the community on the 
plight of Syrian Jews. Publicity was the name of the game and it also 
helped fundraising. But if Judy was too closely associated with pub- 
licity that criticized the treatment of Syrian Jews, it might compro- 
mise the very people she was working to help. The Syrian regime 
presumably had limits to its tolerance. Judy often found herself car- 
rying out the two critical but contradictory aspects of her campaign 
simultaneously. In late February 1979, while she was working 
covertly to bring Rabbi Dahab out of Syria, the Carrs hosted a 
widely publicized gathering for community members to hear first- 
hand from a recent Syrian Jewish escapee. 

“Mr. Albert,” was a thirty-seven-year-old Syrian Jew who, with 
his wife and three children, had struggled through the mountains to 
a neighbouring country. From there they had made their way to 
Israel. He was a successful businessman in Syria, but he and his fam- 
ily left with no more than the clothes on their backs. To be caught 
with cash or jewellery was to court robbery or even murder at the 
hands of hired smugglers. Mr. Albert, hiding behind a black leather 
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face mask, had held a press conference in New York before coming 
to Toronto. When the Muhaharat had found out about his escape, 
remaining family members, men and women, were arrested, impris- 
oned, and tortured as a punishment and as a warning to others. He 
told the media that the liberalization of state control of Jews was 
being rolled back. Restrictions on employment, education, and the 
freedom to travel more than a few miles from home without per- 
mission were again becoming the rule. As the repression increased, 
more and more Jews were ready to risk everything to cross Syria’s 
borders. With each escape attempt, whether a success or a failure, 
Syrian repression worsened. 

Mr. Albert, again hiding behind his black leather mask, held 
another press conference in Toronto. Like many Syrian Jews, he 
said, he had been financially well off before his escape. He had used 
what cash he could assemble to buy freedom, paying smugglers to 
get him and his family out of Syria. He gladly left the rest of his 
property behind. In Syria, I was 50 per cent a person, in Israel, I can 
be 100 per cent: I will succeed.” 34 

After years of calculated cruelty at the hands of the Syrian 
state, Mr. Albert had yet to feel secure. He was booked into an 
upscale local hotel, but when he heard the taxi driver who drove 
him back to his hotel speaking Arabic, he became frightened. Who 
was this driver? Would the driver tell anyone where he was staying? 
He was unable to accept that this was a harmless coincidence, that 
many taxi drivers in Toronto, one of the world’s major immigrant- 
receiving cities, were new immigrants. He refused to stay in the 
hotel. Nervous, upset, and fearing for his personal safety, he stayed 
overnight at Judy’s house. 35 

The Toronto press was generous in its coverage of Mr. Albert 
and his story. Only the Canadian Jewish News highlighted the fact 
that Judy Feld Carr and the Congress Ontario Region Committee 
on Jews in Arab Lands had invited him to Canada. Syrian intelli- 
gence, however, would have connected the woman in Toronto who 
sent parcels and money to Jews in Syria with all the negative pub- 
licity about Syria in the Canadian media. Why they continued to 
let the packages and money through to Jews in Syria is puzzling. 
Why did they continue to deliver her letters and telegrams, when 
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those from others were often not received or acknowledged? Why 
did authorities not clamp down on her access to the Jewish com- 
munity? 

In early January 1980, Judy Feld Carr received a letter from Rabbi 
Sasson, her key contact in Aleppo. He reported on Olga’s efforts to 
secure a passport and exit visa, and sent along another list of books 
and religious articles requested by the Jews of Aleppo and 
Qamishli— ’’Please don’t forget us to send those religious objects.” 36 
But Judy never got the chance to send him the articles. A little 
more than a month after receiving the shopping list from Aleppo, 
another letter arrived from Rabbi Sasson — this time from Israel. 
Like Mr. Albert, he and his family had escaped across the Syrian 
border into Turkey. Rabbi Sasson and his family, his brother-in-law’s 
family and “three girls who couldn’t marry in Syria” had quietly con- 
verted all they had into cash to pay the smugglers. What they could 
not convert, they simply left behind. 


There were twenty-four of us who escaped from Syria on Friday night. 
And after we walked for six hours we were sitting in the desert till the 
following night (Saturday). And then the people who helped us told 
us to walk. After walking a few hours we arrived at the border. Then 
the snow and rain started to come down. You must realize that we 
have nine children with us; my four and five of my brother-in-law from 
Damascus. The non-Jews who helped us said if the children make any 
noise at the border all of us will be dead. Therefore we gave them drugs 
so they will sleep and we carried them. We crossed the border and we 
walked for about 2 hrs. We rested in the desert and we waited until 
morning so we could walk during the day. The snow came down heav- 
ily. We covered the shivering children with our clothes. They were 
also hungry and thirsty. We continued walking without food until we 
arrived at one of the cities in Turkey. They brought us a car and then 
we went to Istanbul where the Jews welcomed us very nicely. Really, I 
want to tell you that we had a horrible experience and saw death in 
each other’s eyes in the desert many times. 1 don’t believe we have 
made it with the children and I really thank God that we made it to 
Eretz Israel. 37 
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Judy had no contacts in the covert and obviously risky activity of 
smuggling Jews out of Syria, but she knew it was another option for 
those brave enough, rich enough, or desperate enough to use it. The 
price paid by the family left behind was very high. As she was 
reminded every year on Shabbat Zachor, the price of failure was 
higher still. 

The situation of Syrian Jews suddenly took a turn for the worse as 
the decade of the 1980s opened. Syria was torn by internal division 
and many feared civil war. What if President Assad were over- 
thrown and replaced by a more fundamentalist Syrian regime led by 
either military dissidents or the radical Muslim Brotherhood? Jews 
in Syria were convinced that life under a more repressive military 
regime or strict Islamic regime would be far worse than it already 
was. As early as 1977 one American Jewish commentator on Middle 
Eastern affairs cautioned that President Assad’s future was anything 
but certain. 

Moreover, since the recent improvements [in the Jewish community 
of Syria] are attributed to President Assad’s personal intervention, 
there is the continuing fear that, if Assad were overthrown in one of 
Syria’s periodic military coups, the Jewish community may be used as 
a convenient scapegoat by an extremist regime that may come to 
power. Their danger is heightened by the continued existence of a 
powerful and pervasive Syrian internal security apparatus without 
control by any democratic institution. 38 

The Syrian regime was grounded in the country’s minority Alawi 
community, a Muslim sect of Shiite origin accounting for only 10 
per cent of Syria’s population. It was increasingly being challenged 
by radical elements of the non-Alawi majority, including members 
of “extremist religious movements such as the Muslim 
Brotherhood.” According to Amnesty International, since 1976 
there had been repeated acts of anti-government sabotage and assas- 
sination attempts against prominent Alawi leaders, including 
Assad. 39 

In this political climate, there were grave reservations about the 
safety of Syrian Jews. 40 Judy Feld Carr felt an even greater urgency 
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to buy out as many Jews as possible, but her one-by-one process was 
too slow to help all those who were desperate to leave. Jews who 
were already in the Muhabarat’s bad books or were unable to con- 
sider leaving family members behind, saw only one option — illegal 
escape into Turkey or Lebanon. Some smugglers made good on the 
delivery of their human consignments in the hope of repeat busi- 
ness. Others were not nearly so trustworthy. As some Jews learned, 
to their pain, smugglers could be in league with the authorities or 
could indulge in double-dipping, first taking money from Jews, then 
turning around to sell them out to the authorities. 

The Muhabarat would often retaliate by imprisoning and tor- 
turing the escapees family. Syrian prison conditions varied from one 
prison to another and varied according to the social and economic 
status of the prisoner — money could buy creature comforts. But con- 
ditions were usually horrific. A 1979 Amnesty International report 
on Syria noted that: 

In general the following [prison] conditions prevail: cells are often 
poorly ventilated and lit and communal cells are frequently subjected 
to massive overcrowding. Beds are often made of concrete platforms 
with insufficient bedding. Sanitary facilities of a basic nature are avail- 
able, showers and laundry facilities being provided on average once a 
week. Hygiene varies considerably, being of a high standard in A1 
Mezze [prison] but inadequate in other prisons. Food rations are gen- 
erally at minimum standard, but vary widely in different prisons. 41 

Torture was all too common in Syrian prisons: 

Consistent allegations of torture in recent years indicate that torture 
is commonly employed in detention centres and military prisons, 
where it is used during interrogation in order to obtain “confessions” 
by detainees. It is also reportedly used in some cases as a means of pun- 
ishment. 

Various methods of torture are allegedly used during interrogation 
under the supervision of officers of the security forces. There is evi- 
dence that different methods of torture are applied in sequence, in 
increasing order of severity. The following methods are reported to be 
most commonly used: 
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• beating by hand or stick for prolonged periods while the prisoner is 
in a standing position; 

• whipping by plastic or rubber hose while forcing the prisoner 
through a suspended motor-car tyre ( dullab ); 

• beating on the soles of the feet while the prisoner is strapped to a 
table ( fallaka ); 

• burning with cigarette lighters and by applying petrol to parts of the 
body such as the toes which are then set alight; 

• simulated executions; 

• immersion to the point of near asphyxiation; 

• use of electricity on sensitive parts of the body, particularly the gen- 
itals. 42 

In late 1979 Judy Feld Carr received a letter from Mordechai 
Ben-Porat, the head of the World Organization for Jews from Arab 
Counties about the Albert Shema family of Aleppo. Ben-Porat 
described the Shemas as “destitute.” One of Albert Shema’s sons had 
escaped to Israel in 1972, two daughters escaped shortly thereafter, 
and another son escaped in 1974. With each escape, the parents and 
six remaining children were punished, only making them more 
determined to get out as well. Family members made four more 
escape attempts during 1978 and 1979. Four times they ran, four 
times they were caught, and four times family members were impris- 
oned and tortured. 

The last time they tried to make their getaway, the whole family ven- 
tured out and all of them, including the youngest, a nine-year-old 
boy, were caught and imprisoned for a whole month, while police 
seized their house and belongings and sold all their effects. When 
some of the members of the family were released in October of 1979, 
they came back to a house which had been stripped of everything 
they had in it. The three elder boys, who were detained for another 
month, were subjected to torture during all that time until one of 
them fell ill and had to be hospitalized; he has not recovered yet. 
Albert, the head of the family, is old and ailing and unable to do any 
work. ..the family has suffered and sacrificed a great deal — all for their 
desire to leave Syria and immigrate to Israel. They have shown 
courage and fortitude and now they are in trouble. It seems very 
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important to me that they should he helped out of their predica- 
ment. 43 

Judy immediately wrote to Albert Shema. She introduced herself as 
a friend concerned for his “illness” and offered financial assistance 
to help restart the family’s business. The offer was accepted and she 
sent a cheque for $500 from the Feld Fund. 44 In the next few 
months, more cheques and, gradually, bits and pieces of coded infor- 
mation passed between Judy Feld Carr and the Shemas. She learned 
that one of Albert’s sons, Naim, was also ill and needed medical care 
not available to him in Syria. Naim was suffering from the effects of 
torture he had endured during his last imprisonment, most pressing 
of which were epileptic-like seizures that medication could not con- 
trol. Albert and Naim had requested humanitarian leave to seek 
medical treatment in the United States, where Albert already had a 
son. Syrian authorities demanded $10,000 as the price of compas- 
sion for their release. Judy asked several donors for most of the 
money, then used the Feld Fund for the rest. 

She thought a deal had been struck, but in early January 1981, 
Syrian authorities delivered only one passport. Only Albert Shema 
would be permitted to leave. Much to the family’s shock, Naim was 
denied exit. Albert was forced to leave his son behind. 

What had gone wrong? Were the Syrians bargaining that they 
could squeeze another $10,000 out of foreign Jews for Naim? After 
his arrival in New York, Albert Shema phoned Judy to thank her for 
all her assistance. “God bless you. God will bless you to give you big 
favours — we owe our lives to you.” 45 But what would become of 
Naim? In a subsequent letter, Albert Shema begged Judy to help get 
his son out. 

Thank you and the Jewish community’s members in Canada, you’ve 
saved me and now I’m out from Syria. 

But my wife and my six children are still in Aleppo, Syria. 

My son Naim is sick and needs medical curing and needs to see 
good Doctors out of Syria. 

As you know, he became sick when he was in Syrian jail in 1979 
after the arrest of the whole family when escaping to Turkey. 46 
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Judy was uneasy about sending more money. Having been duped 
once by the Syrians, she wanted to be sure that this time they would 
deliver the exit visa. Judy advised Albert to seek medical care for 
himself in New York and have the doctor write a letter stating that 
he was too sick to travel home to Syria. Albert should then submit 
his passport, originally issued for only two months, to Syrian 
embassy officials in Washington for renewal. 

In the middle of the process, to Judy’s astonishment, the presi- 
dent of Israel’s office approached her for assistance in dealing with 
the Shemas. Albert’s son Kasem, who had escaped to Israel in 1974, 
was serving in the Israeli Air Force when his father managed to get 
out of Syria. Worried for his mother, Naim, and his other brothers, 
Kasem appealed to Yitzhak Navon, the president of Israel. The pres- 
ident was moved by a soldier’s concern for family who had repeat- 
edly suffered imprisonment and torture while trying to escape to 
Israel. He instructed a member of his staff to see what could be done 
on their behalf. She got in touch with an Israeli activist who told 
her about a woman in Canada who might be able to help. Navon’s 
staffperson contacted Judy in the hope that she could “once more 
perform a miracle.” Judy replied that she was very much aware of the 
family’s plight and had already raised $10,000 “ransom” money, 
which “is how the father got out.” She reassured the president’s 
office that “if anyone else, [Kasem’s] mother or brothers should be 
allowed to leave, I would raise the money in Canada, and send it to 
them. The problem is, of course, that the Syrians are not letting the 
Jews out at all.” 47 

Judy knew that this last line was not quite the truth. Money had 
bought Albert Shema out of Syria. If she dangled more money in 
front of Syrian officials and maybe they would let Naim Shema out 
too. Judy instructed Naim to again apply to leave Syria for medical 
treatment. The dance of the dollars was repeated. The remaining 
Shemas in Syria, their business gone and assets depleted, borrowed 
what money they could to sustain themselves. Family members 
abroad sent what money they could to help keep the family afloat. 
Judy also sent money. 

With each passing month, Naim’s health deteriorated. His 
epileptic episodes became more frequent and more violent. His 
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condition became so desperate that he was forced to seek hospital 
care. This was not easy for a Jew who had attempted escape four 
times and been imprisoned. Judy later learned that no civilian hos- 
pital would accept him. Naim was forced to seek care at a military 
hospital where he was given a bed but offered little treatment. A 
doctor who refused to take on Naim’s case at least examined him, 
and verified the severity of his condition. 

In May 1982, almost a year and a half after his father’s depar- 
ture, Naim was finally given an exit visa to receive medical treat- 
ment in New York. In a telephone conversation with Judy after his 
arrival, Naim told her about his repeated imprisonments, his isola- 
tion and daily beatings, his suspension inside a tire hung from the 
prison ceiling, and of the electrical prods used during torture ses- 
sions. He described the punishment inflicted on the entire family, 
including a nine-year-old child, of the bribes paid to regime officials 
to get him and his brothers out of prison, and of the ongoing harass- 
ment that the family still endured at the hands of the Muhabarat. 
Free of Syria, Naim was still not free of worry. 48 He begged Judy to 
understand how desperate the situation was for the remaining fam- 
ily members. 

I am telling you true things very true I want you to really believe my 
words I am one of the family I know everything they only think to go 
out they live by themselves they work that’s right but a lot of money 
spending and nobody know We have to pay back the loans that we 
took three times suffering in the jail ten months giving a bribe the 
Arab people I am out with my brother and my older brother also they 
are waiting for me to send them money to be able to go out... I hope 
you can help us and take my letter with importance and thinking 
about us if we will be out in the future with God’s help we will send 
you back every penny you help with We will never forget I am a mem- 
ber of the family and I know every very true things that are happen- 
ing and now if you please can ask us any questions we will answer you 
I am thanking you a lot and hoping hearing from you soon. 49 

Judy offered what comfort she could. She dared not promise the 
release of his family. Perhaps Naim’s mother might be allowed com- 
passionate leave to take care of her sick husband and son. Perhaps 
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one of the remaining brothers might also be allowed to leave for 
medical treatment. Perhaps. Everything was perhaps. In the mean- 
time, Judy promised to continue sending financial support to the 
family in Syria. 50 

Through 1982 reports seeped out of a bloody confrontation between 
the Syrian military and the Muslim Brotherhood in and around the 
Brotherhood’s stronghold of Hama, Syria’s fourth-largest city, 120 
miles north of Damascus. To put an end to the insurgency, the 
Syrian army bombarded the city for three days before beginning a 
house-to-house search for rebels. Word leaked out of an orgy of 
indiscriminate killing and a casualty list that topped twenty thou- 
sand before the army was satisfied that the Muslim Brotherhood had 
been broken. 51 

Jews knew that any setback for the Muslim Brotherhood and a 
firming-up of President Assad’s power was better for them. Even so, 
the horror of Hama offered proof of how far this regime would go to 
retain power. Jews could only hope they would not be seen as a 
threat to the state and have the army turned loose on them. 52 

In the same year, Israel launched a massive attack across its 
northern border to dislodge the Palestine Liberation Organization 
and other anti-Israel forces active in southern Lebanon. Everyone 
assumed that Israeli forces would halt their advance after clearing 
Israel’s enemies from a self-imposed security zone on the Lebanon 
side of the border. Instead, Defence Minister Ariel Sharon exceeded 
his cabinet authority and ordered Israeli forces farther into 
Lebanon, claiming as an excuse that Lebanese civil authority had 
ceased to function and the PLO and its allies had usurped the pow- 
ers of the state. Israeli forces laid siege to Beirut, bombarding 
Palestinian strongholds. 

The Syrians viewed Lebanon as less as a sovereign state than an 
adjunct territory in which Syrian power held sway. The Israeli inva- 
sion was a direct challenge to the Syrian regime, making a mockery 
of Syria’s claims to be the stalwart of the anti-Israel crusade. In the 
first days of the attack, Israeli forces attacked Syrian ground-to-air 
missile emplacements in Lebanon. The Soviet Union warned Israel 
against any escalation of the conflict. The United States also 
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advised Israel that there were limits to how far it was willing to tol- 
erate Israeli actions before withdrawing its support. Israel’s goals were 
limited; it wanted no confrontation with Syria, nor did it intend any 
long-term occupation of Lebanon. Nevertheless, tensions height- 
ened between Israel and Syria. If President Assad did not respond, 
anti-Assad forces, including the bloodied Muslim Brotherhood, 
might view this as a sign of weakness and challenge him. 

The Shemas were frantic, knowing that their family’s history of 
escape attempts made them targets of Syrian government suspicion. 
Late in 1982, one of the Shema sons in Israel, Victor, phoned Judy. 
He begged her to finance a scheme he had come up with to smuggle 
himself back into Syria through Turkey to lead his family’s escape. 
Judy would have none of it. It was a hare-brained scheme that would 
likely get Victor killed. She would not help him throw his life 
away. 53 

The notion of smuggling the remaining Shemas out of Syria 
percolated in Judy’s mind. She knew the family was desperate, and 
that in the political turmoil of the day the Syrians were not going 
to grant the whole family permission to leave. Smuggling was a 
high-risk enterprise. If something went wrong in a purchase of 
freedom, money was lost. In smuggling, lives could be lost. She 
pleaded with Victor to be patient. 

In the spring of 1983, Victor came up with a new plan. He had 
contacted a smuggler who was trustworthy. For an agreed price, the 
smuggler would guide the remaining members of the Shema family 
across the Syrian frontier. Once in Turkey, they would enter an 
underground railway that ended in Israel. But it would not be cheap. 
Victor needed money quickly to cement the deal. 

Judy hesitated. Shema family members had already tried to 
escape across the border four times, only to be caught each time. 
Was it worth chancing another imprisonment and more torture? Yet 
the Shemas were willing to try again. Could she deny them this 
chance to reach freedom? Judy promised Victor that she would give 
him an answer soon. In the meantime, she made discreet inquiries 
through her trusted network of informants in the Syrian Jewish 
communities in New York and Israel. Had anyone used this partic- 
ular smuggler? Was he reliable? If the family made it into Turkey, 
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would the Israelis get them to Israel? Step-by-step, Judy Feld Carr 
entered the shadowy world of those who covertly moved people 
across Turkey’s borders. She eventually contacted a member of the 
Jewish community in Turkey who transferred Syrian Jewish escapees 
from safe house to safe house. Word came back that Victor’s smug- 
gler had proven reliable in the past. 

For the escape to work, Victor needed $5,000 in American dol- 
lars delivered to him in Israel quickly. The money was critical, and 
the arrangement hinged on Judy’s participation. On the eve of the 
Sabbath, she made up her mind to supply the funds. She notified 
Victor Shema that she would be at the bank when it opened on 
Monday morning to withdraw the money and she would send it to 
him as soon as possible. Victor contacted the smuggler. In Syria, the 
Shemas were told when and where they would be picked up. 

The timing was critical, but fate intervened — Judy’s father died. 
From the time her parents had moved from Sudbury to Toronto, Judy 
and her father had formed a strong bond. She saw herself as cut from 
the same cloth as her father, who had taught her to paddle a canoe, 
hunt, drink, and curse. He was also a warm grandfather, and the fam- 
ily often spent Friday evenings and holidays together. In the spring 
of 1983, he developed heart trouble and was hospitalized with a coro- 
nary. Judy was shocked but not surprised when the hospital phoned 
at two o’clock on Sunday morning to inform her of his death. 

Funeral arrangements became the priority. Jewish burials take 
place as soon as possible after death, most often the next day if it can 
be arranged. A service could be held at Beth Tzedec synagogue at 
ten the next morning, Monday. But through her grief, Judy was also 
working to another deadline. She knew that in Syria a family was 
depending on her. Any delay in getting the money together could 
compromise the Shemas safety and cost them their only chance at 
freedom. Ten in the morning was too early. Could the funeral be any 
later in the day? Monday, April 18, was also Israel Independence 
Day, and the synagogue was being readied for a celebration. The last 
possible time to squeeze in a funeral was noon, no later. Judy agreed. 
Don Carr called a friend and business associate who was flying to 
Israel late Monday. Would he take a parcel with him to Israel? It 
contained money having to do with his wife’s Syrian activities. The 
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package would he picked up shortly after he arrived in Israel. 
Pleased to help, the friend would send a courier to collect the par- 
cel late on Monday morning, before the family left for the funeral. 54 

Judy slept badly that night and was up early the next morning. 
She forced herself to type a letter to Victor Shema, to send along 
with the money, asking him to acknowledge receipt of the money, 
and give her a detailed account of the financial transactions, the 
escape process, including the safe house system in Turkey, and 
Victor’s judgment on the reliability of the smuggler. “I ask this 
because I may use this for a few more people to escape.” 55 In tears 
and dressed for her father’s funeral, Judy set out for the bank. She 
was the first customer in the door when it opened at ten and she 
asked for $5,000 U.S. in cash. But the bank did not have that large 
an amount of American bills on hand. Would an American-dollar 
money order do? No. Could she wait for a delivery of American cash 
the bank expected later in the day? No. She pressed the teller on 
how she could get the money within the hour. After a quick tele- 
phone call, she rushed across town to another branch and collected 
some more American dollars. Still short of the $5,000, she bought 
the remaining American money at her own bank. She arrived home 
just ahead of the courier. She put the cash and note to Victor Shema 
into a manila envelope and handed it to the courier. Just as the fam- 
ily was about to get into the limousine to take them to the funeral, 
the telephone rang. The courier had delivered the package to the 
Toronto conduit. Judy quickly dispatched a telegram to Victor 
Shema in Israel. “Money from me for your mother’s trip will be 
delivered shortly.” 

Judy remembers the shiva week well. The house was filled with 
those offering condolences. Prayers were recited morning and 
evening. But some of Judy’s thoughts were elsewhere. All week long, 
as she waited for the telephone call, she privately agonized over 
whether she had done the right thing. On the last day of the shiva, 
the phone rang. As soon as she answered, the voice on the other 
end said, “The commodity is out.” A mother and five of her children 
were free. 56 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


Ransoming the 
Captives 

J EWISH TRADITION holds that it is a holy act, a mitzvah, a 
commandment, to ransom the captive — pidyon shvuyim. But 
what does pidyon shvuyim mean in modem times? This is not 
the dark ages when hostages were ransomed out of bondage for gold. 
Or is it? Syrian officials dignified the process with passports, exit visas, 
round-trip airline tickets, and cash bonds against return, but the num- 
ber of Jews that Judy Feld Carr was ransoming out of Syria by the early 
1980s climbed into the hundreds and then into the thousands. 

To accomplish this, Judy needed a trusted network of informants 
to provide reliable and up-to-date information about the people 
who wanted to leave Syria and about the Syrian gatekeepers — 
border guards, administrative officials, and Muhabarat agents. Over 
the years, she worked out codes for communicating with her con- 
tacts in Damascus and Aleppo and had collected a wealth of knowl- 
edge on life in the Jewish community. She expanded her list of 
informants by involving several well-connected and trusted Syrian 
Jewish businessmen who were permitted to travel abroad. She also 
cultivated ties to people in the Syrian Jewish Diaspora who had 
their own information pipelines into Syria. And she was often privy 
to information that Jewish organizations gathered from their own 
sources, including the diplomatic services of their respective home 
governments. 

As Judy became expert on Syrian affairs, she herself became a 
valuable source of information. Even the Israelis grew to trust the 
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accuracy and reliability of her information. The Israelis must have 
had reservations about this Canadian woman who was involved in 
dangerous Middle East intrigue: at the time, the Americans listed 
Syria as a state that supported international terrorism. But there was 
no arguing with the success she had in getting Jews out. The Israeli 
security and intelligence services co-operated with her, giving her 
guarded access to their connections, but she was not integrated into 
their networks. Judy Feld Carr was not willing to let the Israelis con- 
trol her; they welcomed the information she provided but cautiously 
kept her at arm’s length. 

That suited her — Judy was not a team player. She remained 
something of a loner, at ease only with a few loyal supporters who 
were mainly occupied with fundraising. She was still chair of the 
Congress National Committee on Jews in Arab Lands, although her 
committee did not meet regularly. Few Congress insiders took her 
seriously. Many continued to see her as energetic but undisciplined, 
demanding, and needlessly secretive. Congress staff who dealt with 
her often found the experience exasperating, but most agreed that 
she was dedicated and knowledgeable. She was also married to an 
influential community power-broker . 1 

Now that she was deeply immersed in the commerce of rescue, 
the most important part of Judy’s work became figuring out whom 
the Syrians might be willing to let go, for what price, and who had 
the final authority to close a deal. How much for a child? For a sickly 
old man? For a single young woman? For a whole family? If it was 
not possible to ransom specific Jews out of Syria in the legal market, 
there were other merchants — smugglers — who could be trusted to 
deliver the same merchandise for an agreed price. 

The security of Judy Feld Carr’s rescue attempts depended on 
maintaining secrecy and a low profile. But she also continued to be a 
vocal spokesperson for Syrian Jewry and critic of the Jewish commu- 
nity leadership. The cause of Soviet Jews, the “Jews of Silence,” was a 
Jewish priority — what, she demanded at the Congress Plenary in 
Montreal, was being done about Syrian Jews, the “Jews of Despair”? 

Today, insofar as the organized Jewish Community is concerned, 
whether in Canada or across the world, the Syrian Jews are the for- 
gotten Jews, and I and those few colleagues who continue the struggle 
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to make their plight known and to stimulate some overt action, have 
truly become the Jews of Despair. 

The few Jews who manage to get free tell of the horrendous situation 
of “surviving” with armed Palestinians living next to them in the 
Jewish ghettos 

- of being “protected” by a special group of police so that Jews will not 
be attacked by the Palestinians 

- of having Muslim directors appointed by the government to super- 
vise the Jewish day schools 

- of not being allowed to travel to other cities without the permission 
of the secret police, the Muhabarat 

- of having the term “Yahud Mussawi” (“Jewish Member of the 
Mosaic Faith”) printed on their identification card which has nor- 
mally no place for religion 

- of the birth registration stating that a baby was born in the 
“Mussawi” quarter of the city 

- of other restrictive laws, such as not being able to dispose of prop- 
erty unless they can prove that the money is used to purchase a 
replacement 

- of property of families who escape being sequestered by the govern- 
ment 

- of censorship of mail and telephone calls 

- of frequent house-to-house searches and the military and security 
personnel who enter private homes with no warrant 

- of arrests for trying to escape: the penalty — imprisonment with no 
trial, and torture by the horrendous methods which were described 
in the recent bulletin of Amnesty International on the treatment of 
prisoners in Syria. 

Besides the restrictions specifically imposed on Jews, the Jewish com- 
munity is affected by the general trends within the country. Individual 
civil liberties disappeared last year as government forces wreaked 
havoc upon the Muslim Brotherhood stronghold in Hama, Syria’s 
fourth largest city, slaughtering and injuring thousands of residents. 

Syrian Jews, Judy told Congress, were “sustained by two things — 
their religion and their hope.” And what was that hope? It was the 
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hope that they would not be abandoned by Jewry in the free world. 
It was “the hope of rescue and redemption.” 

She urged Jewish leaders to pressure the Canadian government 
and the international community to end their silence on Syrian Jews. 
They must intercede on behalf of Syrian Jews and agitate for their free 
emigration. “You must make Syrian Jewry, and indeed, the issue of 
Jews in all Arab countries part of the agenda of all Jewish and human 
rights organizations.” 2 Congress delegates dutifully passed a resolution 
calling on Syria to live up to its commitments to the United Nations 
Declaration of Human Rights and allow Jews the freedom to emi- 
grate. The resolution called on the World Jewish Congress to make 
Syrian Jewry “a priority item” and to “embark upon a program publi- 
cizing their plight” in the Jewish and world community. 

The Congress motion recommended that Congress enlist a 
bipartisan group of Canadian parliamentarians into a Committee on 
Syrian Jewry along the lines of an already existing Committee on 
Soviet Jewry, which ensured that the issues of Soviet Jewry were on 
the agenda in official dealings between the Soviet Union and 
Canada. Judy Feld Carr knew that the level and intensity of contact 
between Syria and Canada did not match that between the Soviet 
Union and Canada, but she believed it was still worth the effort. A 
parliamentary committee on Syrian Jewry could press Syria on its 
treatment of Jews and give the Canadian Jewish community a 
stronger position with the government on the Syrian issue. 3 

Most External Affairs officials wanted no part of an interven- 
tion with Syria that might strain Canadian-Syrian relations without 
benefiting the Jews. They were determined to resist Jewish lobbying, 
but some influential MPs with large Jewish constituencies did suc- 
cumb to Jewish community pressure. Shortly after the 1983 
Congress Plenary Meetings, Judy Feld Carr met with Toronto MP 
Roland de Corneille who was a member of the governing Liberal 
Party representing a seat with many Jewish voters. Following her 
visit, de Corneille rose in the House of Commons to request that 
Canada take a more active role on behalf of Syrian Jewry, especially 
in pressing Syria to allow the free emigration of its Jews. 4 

External Affairs officials warned the minister, Allan 
MacEachen, against any precipitate involvement with Syria on the 


146 



issue of Jews. To holster its case, the department again asked its 
embassy personnel to update Ottawa on the situation and provide 
information on specific cases of alleged Syrian persecution of Jews . 5 
A member of the embassy staff in Beirut went to Damascus, where 
he found a Syria where fears of civil war and direct confrontation 
between Syria and Israel over Lebanon had subsided. He spoke to a 
number of contacts in friendly diplomatic missions and interna- 
tional agencies, and to Jewish informants in Damascus. The result- 
ing dispatch denied that Jews in Syria were subject to any more 
immediate or harsh persecution than anyone else in the country. 
“Undoubtedly security police keep their eyes on the community, but 
no more than on other communities and their schools. (What your 
[Canadian Jewish] correspondents may not recognize is that Syria is 
a tightly controlled police state.)” 

The Syrian Jewish community, according to embassy staff, was 
dominated by university-educated professionals who suffered no eco- 
nomic, religious, or educational disabilities. Travel abroad remained 
difficult for “complete families” but individuals were allowed to 
travel for business or medical treatment. In an odd twist of logic, the 
dispatch explained that, according to some Syrians, the travel 
restrictions were “more through preference than exclusion. Exit 
deposits and family travel constraints seem to be designed more to 
constrain exit of professional talent than Jews and the former serves 
as an emigration tax if the option of permanent departure is cho- 
sen.” Many Syrians doubted the loyalty of Syrian Jews and suggested 
that Jews might be a fifth column for Israel. The dispatch concluded 
that the “community is thus very sensitive to vicissitudes of [the 
Arab-Israel] conflict and to unwelcome campaign directed on their 
behalf from abroad .” 6 

Had anyone suggested to Judy Feld Carr or other activists that 
their efforts ran counter to the wishes, let alone the interests, of 
Syrian Jews, they would have responded with shocked disbelief. 
They knew that no Jewish spokesperson in his or her right mind 
would criticize Syrian treatment of Jews in public or even in a pri- 
vate discussion with outsiders. In a state where contact between a 
Syrian Jew and a foreigner was a reason for the police to bring 
the Jew in for questioning, the Jews understood that the only truly 
private thoughts were those that were never spoken. 
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No one knew this better than Rabbi Hamra, who was often 
called on to be a spokesman for his community. When the 
Canadian diplomat asked him for his assessment of the issues raised 
by Jewish activists, he responded that while he appreciated the con- 
cern of Canadian Jews, the attention was unsolicited and as “likely 
to harm as to help [the] lot of Syrian Jews.” 7 Three years earlier, 
however, Rabbi Hamra had had an opportunity to let Judy Feld Carr 
know what he really thought. In 1980, he was given permission to 
travel to New York with his wife and one son. During their trip, the 
family secretly visited Judy in Toronto. 

It was an emotional meeting. The man Judy welcomed at the 
airport was not at all the elderly rabbi in traditional dress that she 
was expecting. Rabhi Hamra was youthful, energetic, and very 
handsome in a casual, short-sleeved shirt. He and Judy had tears in 
their eyes when the rabbi startled her by giving her a hug. After 
eight years of guarded correspondence- — in which every word was 
measured — they could speak to each other honestly and openly. He 
entreated Judy to understand that his public statements were 
scripted. In truth, he feared for the safety of Syrian Jews and begged 
her to do all she could to rescue them. The Syrian authorities would 
continue using him to mask the true situation of Jews, but he would 
covertly do all in his power to assist her. 8 

In light of this knowledge, Judy could not let the External 
Affairs’ 1983 assessment of the state of Syrian Jewish affairs go 
unchallenged. A sometimes testy correspondence between her and 
External Affairs followed. 9 To keep one step ahead of her and her 
relentless crusade on behalf of Syrian Jews, Ottawa kept a closer 
watch on the issue of Syrian Jews than they might otherwise have 
done. But publicly the department promised little. 10 

Judy Feld Carr and her supporters wanted the government to 
openly affirm that Canada was willing to accept Syrian Jews as 
immigrants. She turned to the minister of Immigration, John 
Roberts, who, like his Conservative predecessor, Ron Atkey, repre- 
sented a heavily Jewish riding in Toronto. In November, 1983, she 
told Roberts that the Canadian Jewish community would guarantee 
that any Jew admitted to Canada from Syria would not become a 
public charge. The minister’s responded that “it has been a policy 
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of long standing for Canada to assist oppressed minorities who man- 
age to leave their own country and do not wish to return.” Those 
with relatives in Canada, or for whom the Jewish community would 
provide settlement assistance, might well be admissible. 

The minister had two “provisos.” He cautioned that Canada 
was not a “transit country for the purposes of immigration else- 
where” — that is, Israel. Anyone approved for Canadian entry would 
have to “declare an intention to settle in Canada.” Second, the 
minister asserted, “We cannot be a party to any processes related to 
clandestine departure from Syria or other forms of departure. 
Anyone who manages to leave, however, can be helped without 
regard to the manner of their departure.” Expedited immigration 
processing for Canada could be handled either in Damascus by vis- 
iting Canadian diplomats or by Canadian officials at several points 
in Europe. 11 As of 1978, Canadian immigration policy had been 
changed to expand Canada’s definition of legitimate refugees. Since 
Syrian Jews could claim a legitimate fear of persecution if they 
returned, they would be eligible for refugee status. 12 

Judy Feld Carr was delighted by the new co-operative spirit and 
met with Roberts. She asked that Syrian Jews be processed in 
Toronto, as had been done in the Dahab case. People who often had 
only twenty-four hours notice that they were being permitted to 
leave Syria might not be able to prearrange stopovers in Europe. 
Roberts said that he would “respond sympathetically on those occa- 
sions when a person has no other choice but to come directly to 
Canada without prior documentation.” Since there was no direct air 
link between Syria and Canada, it might be possible to arrange for 
processing at the point of transfer. Canadian officials in Rome had 
processed Jews permitted to leave Ethiopia, and could do the same 
for Syrian Jews. 13 Roberts cautioned Judy that since Canada’s ability 
to admit Syrian Jews rested on Syria’s willingness to allow Jews to 
leave, publicizing Canada’s readiness to work with the Jewish com- 
munity in welcoming them could “have the potential of being coun- 
terproductive to the Syrian Jews we are trying to assist.” 14 

In February 1984, Roberts delivered a talk on “Canadian 
Politics in the 21st Century” to the Men’s Club at Beth Tzedec. 
Several questions from the audience pressed the minister on the 
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issue of visas for Syrian Jews. Roberts repeatedly explained that 
Canada could not open Syria’s doors — only Syria could do that — 
nor could he give any group blanket prior authorization to enter 
Canada. However, he confided that the government would not deny 
entry to any Syrian Jew who was in a position to come to Canada. 15 

On December 28, 1983, the Syrian Jewish community and its sup- 
porters were horrified by yet another brutal murder. Victor Abadi, a 
prominent Aleppo Jew, answered the phone in his office and heard 
a man’s voice say, “Son of a bitch. Are you still in your office? Go 
home, see what happened to your wife and children.” He rushed 
home to find his wife, Lillian, five months pregnant, and his two 
children, Joseph, seven, and Salica, three, dead on the living room 
floor. Lillian had been shot, her throat cut, and her breasts slashed. 
Her abdomen was slit open, exposing her fetus. On the floor beside 
her lay her two children, their lifeless bodies mutilated. As word of 
the brutal murders spread, fear gripped the Aleppo Jewish commu' 
nity. Several other prominent members of the Jewish community 
and a local Armenian merchant reported phone calls warning them, 
“You are next.” 16 

Even by Syrian standards, the Aleppo murders were shocking. 
Israeli and international Jewish media gave the murders wide cov- 
erage. In Canada, an External Affairs official confided to Alan Rose 
of the Canadian Jewish Congress that: 

We have asked our Embassy in Beirut to provide us with further infor- 
mation about the circumstances of this crime. I am very anxious to 
learn whether this was essentially an isolated incident free of broad 
implications for the Jewish community, or something indicative of a 
change of atmosphere which could call for a re-evaluation of our 
assessment. 1 7 

American officials were concerned that the murders would unleash 
a Diaspora Jewish demand for the emigration of Jews from Syria. 18 
George Gruen, director of Middle Eastern Affairs for the American 
Jewish Committee, wrote a long letter to the Wall Street Journal sug- 
gesting that these murders were an obvious next step in the whole- 
sale abuse of Syrian Jews. 
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After the 1947 United Nations vote to partition Palestine and create 
the state of Israel, Arab rage was turned on the Syrian Jewish commu- 
nity of Aleppo. Jews were attacked and murdered, and their homes 
and businesses were looted and torched. The anti-Zionist rioters set 
fire to Aleppo’s ancient synagogue and left it in ruins. 
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In 1971, Rubin and Judy Feld established a committee in support of 
Syrian Jews, the Canadian Committee for the Rescue of Jews in Arab 
Lands. Above is the group’s first public demonstration, in Toronto 
City Hall Square in 1972. 


The Feld’s committee sent 
the first box of religious 
books and articles to Rabbi 
Ibrahim Hamra in Damascus 
in 1972. Judy Feld Carr 
continued to send these 
shipments over the next 
twenty years. Pictured here 
are Rubin Feld (left) and 
Rabbi Mitchell Serels with 
the first parcel. 
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Over the course her twenty-year campaign to free Syrian Jews, Judy 
Feld Carr used every available platform — from public demonstrations 
to the World Jewish Congress — to raise public awareness of their 
plight. (Above) Judy speaks out on behalf of Syrian Jews in North 
York, Ontario. 


Simon Khabas was the first Syrian 
Jew that Judy Feld met. In 1974, 
after eight years of pleading, Syrian 
officials relented and allowed 
Simon, then seventeen, to seek 
medical treatment abroad for his 
congenital heart disease. Sick and 
missing his family, Simon (pictured 
right) met with Judy in Jerusalem. 
After Judy returned to Toronto, 
Simon underwent an operation in 
one last effort to save his life. He 
did not survive and died in Israel. 
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Syrian Jews did manage to secretly slip into Canada and visit Judy 
Feld Carr in Toronto. With the co-operation of Canadian officials, 
there was no record of these unauthorized side trips. Rabbi Hamra 
(pictured here with his wife and son, and Judy Feld Carr and Donald 
Carr) first came to Toronto in 1980 while on a trip to the Syrian 
community in New York. 



Rabbi Hamra left Syria at the end of 1993. He and his wife visited 
Judy Feld Carr and Donald Carr in Toronto, thirteen years after their 
first secret visit. When they left for Israel, Rabbi Hamra took with 
him the precious Damascus Keter, a fourteenth-century holy book 
that Judy helped to smuggle out of Syria. Rabbi Hamra, his wife, and 
the Damascus Keter now safely reside in Israel. 
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One of a series of posters produced by Israeli and American Jewish 
organizations in support of Syrian Jews. 
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Baksheesh — bribery — is rampant in Syria, and Jews were forced to pay 
for everything. Syrian officials were very creative in finding “special 
costs” involved in processing exit visas — even after the ban on foreign 
travel was lifted. Judy Feld Carr considered this money nothing short 
of ransom. Above is a receipt for money deposited in 
the Syrian central bank to cover some of these special costs. 



Syrian Jews were issued identity cards that bore a distinctive red stamp 
with the word Mussawi in Arabic. The term translates as “follower of 
Moses” and identifies the bearer as Jewish. The card pictured above 
shows the stamp, which is red on the original, enclosed in the rectam 
gular box across the centre. 
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Selim and EUe Swed were imprisoned by the Muhabarat and suffered 
unspeakable treatment for almost five years. In a celebration of the 
family’s survival and renewal, and of Judy Feld Carr’s role in their 
survival, Judy and Selim are carried aloft on chairs in a dance at the 
wedding of Selim and Sarah Swed’s daughter in Tel Aviv in June 
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When Jews arrived at the airport in New York, they often encountered 
a joyous melee as family, friends, and supporters gathered to welcome 
them. In the picture above, a relieved family celebrates the arrival of 
two children who had been forced to remain in Syria for four years 
after their parents had been allowed to leave. 
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Throughout most of her campaign to rescue the Jews of Syria, Judy 
Feld Carr worked closely with the Israelis, particularly in her covert 
work to ransom or smuggle Jews out. Although the relationship was 
often difficult, the Israeli government itself sometimes turned to Judy 
for help in getting Jews out of Syria, and Israel recognized Judy’s 
extraordinary contribution in the rescue of Syrian Jews. Here Judy is 
greeted and congratulated by future Israeli Prime Minister Shimon 
Peres in Jerusalem, April 1995. 
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Some suspect the members of Rifad Assad’s [President Assad’s 
brother’s] defense companies carried out this atrocity as part of a plan 
to terrorize the Jewish community and enrich themselves. The special 
defense companies, whose ostensible mission is to protect President 
Assad, have in the past entered home and extorted money from 
wealthy Syrian families and engaged in numerous atrocities.... 

If the Syrian President truly wishes to show that he is responsive to 
humanitarian appeals, then let him once and for all stop holding the 
Jewish community hostage . 19 

However, a Canadian official in Damascus described as “ludi- 
crous in the extreme any notion that the government of Syria 
condoned or tacitly inspired” the murders. He described Syrian 
authorities as “ultra-sensitive” to minority questions. A diplomatic 
dispatch out of Washington suggested that dissident elements might 
attack Jews as a way of undermining President Assad’s credibility 
and proving to the world that minorities were unsafe in Syria. 
Foreign observers were convinced that the Syrians were making a 
genuine effort to solve the murders. The Syrians could just as easily 
have “fabricated evidence and executed [a] scapegoat,” much as 
they had tried to do in the case of the four murdered Jewish women 
in 1975. 20 A Canadian dispatch described Victor Abadi as a promi- 
nent businessman subject to personal enmity. American, French, 
British, and Italian diplomats in Damascus were also inclined to dis- 
miss the notion that the murders were part of a wholesale vendetta 
against Syrian Jews. 21 

Six months after the murders, a Canadian diplomat reported 
that, while the Abadi murders remained unsolved, the situation for 
Jews in Aleppo was very relaxed. Law and order in Aleppo had much 
improved, and the entire community wanted to put the matter 
behind them. According to the diplomat, the unanimous view of 
Western diplomatic community in Damascus was that Israel and the 
international Jewish community were exaggerating the whole issue 
to discredit Syria. 22 

In October 1984, an unverified report circulated that two 
Aleppo men had been found guilty and executed for committing a 
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“long and lurid” list of crimes. In addition to murdering an 
Armenian priest, they had also confessed to the Abadi murders. 
Alan Rose relayed the same report, credited to a “usually reliable 
source in Europe,” to a meeting of Canadian Jewish Congress offi- 
cials. Judy thought that she would have heard if the report were true 
and double-checked with sources close to the Abadi family. Her 
sources confirmed that the report was a fabrication designed to take 
the heat off the Syrians . 23 A Canadian diplomat in Jordan further 
verified that the “story reported on execution of criminals involved 
in Aleppo murders is in all likelihood a government [of Syria] 
plant .” 24 The murders remain unsolved. 

In the Canadian House of Commons, an Opposition member 
asked why, in light of the Abadi murders, Canada was not making 
representations to Syria to allow the Jews to move to Israel, possibly 
to Canada, or the United States. The minister for External Affairs, 
obviously not briefed on the specifics of the murders, opted for 
vagueness: 

The Hon. Member knows that matters are within the internal man- 
agement and prerogative of the government concerned, in this case 
the Government of Syria. It would be easy enough for us to make 
either public or private representations which might have a short-term 
effect in meeting the Hon. Member’s request but not be very helpful 
in getting the job done in Syria. That is what we have to keep in 
mind . 25 

At the time of the murders, Edmond Antebi, brother of Lillian 
Abadi, was living in Brooklyn with his parents. They had come to 
the United States on short-term exit visas so that his ailing father 
could receive medical care. Once they were in the United States, 
they applied for political asylum. Their request was denied. Then 
Edmond heard the news about Lillian and her children. He was con- 
vinced that the murders were part of a government-sanctioned ter- 
ror campaign against Syrian Jews. Edmond was frantic to avoid 
returning to Syria and desperate to get the rest of his family out. 
Reports that others in the Aleppo Jewish community had received 
threatening phone calls only increased Edmond’s fears. Who would 
be next? 
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Edmond had not told his parents about the murders for fear that 
the shock would be too much for them. Where could he turn for 
help? In the midst of his despair he heard from Judy Feld Carr. 
When she heard about the murders from a contact in the New York 
Syrian community, Judy wrote to Edmond expressing her sympa- 
thies and offering him help. To reassure him that she was trustwor- 
thy, she suggested that he talk to her contact. “I am sure he will 
explain to you what I do.” 26 Edmond called her. Would she bring the 
rest of his family out of Syria? Judy promised to help, and offered to 
see what she could be do about Edmond and his parents’ status in 
the United States. 

Judy had no direct connections with the American State Depart- 
ment, but she was the Canadian representative on the board of the 
New York-based Hebrew Immigrant Aid Service (HIAS). She asked 
HIAS to intercede with American authorities on Edmond’s behalf. 
The director promised to do what he could. Less than four months 
later, the family was allowed to remain in the United States. 27 

Getting permission for Edmond and his parents to stay in the 
United States was one thing. Getting a family of five out of Syria 
was another. But by now, Judy was confident that it could be done — 
for the right price. She instructed Edmond to phone his family in 
Syria and coached him on exactly what to say. He told his family in 
Aleppo to go to the Muhabarat and apply for permission to visit the 
United States. They were not to worry about the cost. 

Syrian authorities granted permission for the family to leave 
after only two months, and allowed them to leave as a complete 
unit. Why had the authorities agreed? One possibility is that they 
were glad to be rid of the family and, with them, some of the pres- 
sure to solve the Abadi murder case. The father’s deteriorating 
health provided the Syrians with an excuse to grant them special 
permission to leave together. Assuming that Edmond’s father knew 
about the death of his daughter and grandchildren, the Syrians were 
being asked to permit a heartbroken old man to see his remaining 
daughter and her family once again before he died. 

In addition to the cost of round-trip airline tickets, the author- 
ities demanded a payment of $5,000 for each adult and $2,000 for 
each child for passports and temporary exit visas. Judy promised 
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money from the Feld Fund. She did not haggle. Never before had 
she had the opportunity to remove an entire family at one time, a 
family that had already suffered so much pain. This was not a time 
to negotiate. Judy told Edmond to notify his sister and her husband 
that the money coming, and sent Edmond two cheques. 28 

But the Feld Fund did not have nearly enough money to cover 
the airline tickets and the ransom. She had to find the money or the 
cheques would bounce. As luck would have it, the next Saturday 
was Shabbat Zachor. A number of Toronto synagogues would be 
making a special reference to the plight of Syrian Jews. For the first 
time, Judy decided to attach a direct fundraising plea to Shabbat 
Zachor. 

With no time to lose, a few of Judy Feld Carr’s supporters began 
phoning rabbis around Toronto. The rabbis were told only that the 
Feld Fund needed an immediate infusion of cash to rescue an endan- 
gered family. Could the rabbis dig into any discretionary funds they 
might have and make a contribution? Or would they make a direct 
appeal to their congregants for individual contributions? No dona- 
tion was too small. Anyone wishing to make a personal contribution 
could deliver it to the Carr home. 

A number of rabbis made the announcement, and the word 
spread. For the next three days, a parade of people arrived at Judy’s 
door and pressed money into her hand. Sometimes people had to 
wait in line to have their donation accepted and recorded. 
Donations came by cheque and cash. Several large synagogues each 
contributed $1,000. Many individuals contributed $18 or multiples 
of eighteen, the numerical equivalent of chai , the Flebrew word for 
“life.” But some people gave amounts as small as $2. Judy worried 
that some elderly pensioners might be taking food out of their own 
mouths in order to contribute, but out of respect for their dignity, no 
offering was refused. When the final tally was complete, the Feld 
Fund could more than cover the emergency. 29 

On April 2, 1984, only two weeks after Judy had sent Edmond 
the cheques, he called from New York in excitement. All five fam- 
ily members had just been issued Syrian passports and exit visas, and 
American visitors’ visas. They were on their way. 30 

The family reunion in New York was bittersweet. Lillian’s father 
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and mother still didn’t know that their daughter and grandchildren 
were dead. Every effort was made to keep the truth from them. The 
new arrivals brought gifts they said were from Lillian. The family 
even arranged for “letters from Lillian” to be mailed from Syria, and 
they made excuses to explain why they couldn’t call Lillian in 
Aleppo. Everyone in the closely knit Syrian community of Brooklyn 
must have known of the murders, and it would have been hard to 
keep the truth from leaking out eventually. The secret was kept just 
long enough. In June, a little more than six months after one daugh- 
ter and her children were murdered and a month after his other 
daughter and her family arrived from Syria, their father had a stroke. 
He died soon afterward. 31 

This was the first time Judy Leld Carr had brought a whole family 
out together. It was especially gratifying because hundreds of ordi- 
nary community members had responded with extraordinary gen- 
erosity. A week after the family arrived in New York, Judy received 
a personal note of congratulation from Alan Rose for her part in the 
“rescue.” “Indeed,” he wrote, “it is pituach nefesh [affirming the pri- 
macy of human life] to rescue a Jewish family from Syria. Surely your 
endeavors must be unique and a source of enduring satisfaction!” She 
wished she could publicly share her satisfaction with all those who 
had reached into their pockets to make it happen. She couldn’t. Not 
yet. 32 

Lundraising required constant effort, but getting the money into 
Syria could also be a problem. Sometimes a visitor to Syria or a 
Syrian returning home after a temporary visit abroad agreed to 
deliver American dollars. In the early 1980s, a Damascus Jew who 
was visiting New York on business phoned Judy. As much as he pre- 
ferred not to go back, he told her, he could not abandon his family 
in Syria. He had heard talk that a woman in Canada had ways of 
getting people out of the country. Would she help the family escape? 

Judy agreed to meet the businessman in New York. More often 
than not, Syrian Jewish men were unused to dealing with women as 
equals. It was difficult for them to accept advice, let alone orders, 
from a woman, even if it meant freedom for their families. This time, 
however, she had no sense that her advice was being discounted 
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because she was a woman. He was eager to confide in her in a way 
she had rarely experienced with other Syrian men. 

She took down all his information and carefully walked him 
through the Syrian exit system, advising him whom he would need 
to bribe, how best to do it, and what price would be fair. Money 
would not be a problem — he was a wealthy man. He had been 
secretly taking what money he could out of Syria as a protection 
against inflation in Syria and in the hope that he and his family 
would eventually be able to leave. He knew that everything left 
behind would be lost, and had opened an Americatvdollar account 
in a New York bank. Other wealthy Syrian Jews who had access to 
American dollars were doing the same thing. 

There was an opportunity here. Judy asked if she could help 
him and others get their money out of Syria and, at the same time, 
reduce her problem of getting money in. The scheme was simple. If 
she needed $10,000, or the equivalent in Syrian lira, to be paid for 
a passport or exit visa, to post a bond, or for a “gift” to a Muhabarat 
agent, a wealthy Jewish businessman in Syria could put up the 
money. She would then deposit the equivalent amount of 
American dollars into his American bank account. The money 
would be available without worrying about getting it into Syria. 
The person who put up the money in Syria, as an apparent act of 
charity, would in reality have shifted $10,000 into an American 
bank account. As Judy and the businessman talked, the idea took 
shape. When they parted, she promised to work on getting his fam- 
ily out of Syria. She had the number of his New York bank account 
and a simple code that would enable her to signal him how much 
money she needed and whom to give it to. She had also acquired 
her first in a series of silent partners. 33 

The new plan hinged on Judy being able to communicate directly 
with people in Syria, preferably by telephone, even with the 
Muhabarat monitoring every long distance call. She found a solu- 
tion with the help of Batya Barakat. 

Batya was originally from Qamishli, a few miles from the Syrian 
border with Turkey. While she was still a girl, her family had moved 
to Aleppo so that she and her siblings could receive a Jewish edu- 
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cation. Just after she turned eighteen, Batya married and she and her 
husband, Baruch Barakat, moved back to Qamishli. Shortly there- 
after, the 1973 Israel-Arab War exploded. Batya remembers the war 
and the fear it created within the Jewish community. For six months 
the Jews of Qamishli were kept under virtual house arrest. No one 
was allowed in the street except small children who were granted a 
few hours outside to stock up on groceries. While the government 
claimed the restrictions were for the protection of the community, 
Jews regarded them as a punishment for the Israeli victory in the war 
and occupation of the Golan Heights. A sense of helplessness, fear, 
and anxiety gripped the small Jewish community. 

The restrictions were eventually lifted, but for Batya, her hus- 
band, and their bahy daughter, born in the shadow of the war, the 
experience was scarring. She and her husband had but one impera- 
tive — escape. Others in the community harboured the same dream, 
and in 1979, Batya, Baruch, and their now four children joined two 
other Jewish families — twenty-seven persons in all — in an escape 
attempt. Led by four well-paid and “honest” smugglers, the group 
drove to a spot an hour outside Qamishli, where they waited for 
nightfall and what they thought would be a six-hour overland trek 
through rugged terrain to the border. Just before they started out, all 
the children were given pills or wine to help them sleep or at least 
keep them quiet. Each adult carried a child. 

About twenty minutes after the group started their night march 
toward the frontier and freedom, everything went wrong. A Muslim 
neighbour, who had pretended to help arrange the escape, is 
believed to have betrayed the group. The Muhabarat lay in wait. 
Headlights from trucks suddenly lit up the night, and without warn- 
ing, the Muhabarat began shooting at the terrified band of Jews. 34 

We fell to the ground and my four-year-old daughter started crying, stood 
up and started running, because she was frightened. All the children 
began to cry, and we were all calling out that they [the Muhabarat] should 
stop the shooting. But the shooting continued like rain over our heads. 
When my daughter was running, 1 got up from the ground to bring her 
back. The Muhabarat saw me by the lights of the cars and shot me. 

One shot hit my kidney and another hit my spine. 
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The instant I was shot, I could not move my legs and I was bleed- 
ing from my back. 1 fell on my daughter, and even the Muhabarat did 
not know who was hit — my daughter or I — because my daughter was 
covered with blood from my own bleeding. 3 ’ 

Batya was taken to a military hospital, where doctors gave her only 
few hours to live. When she did not die as expected, Batya — hooked 
up to intravenous tubes and given only minimal sedation to deal 
with her excruciating pain — was put in an ambulance and sent off 
on a long trip to hospital in Aleppo. From time to time during the 
nine-hour drive, the ambulance pulled into local hospitals for a 
change of intravenous. Otherwise, Batya remembers receiving no 
medical attention. She barely survived the trip, and Aleppo 
promised little relief. Doctors at the Aleppo hospital wanted no part 
of a Jewish woman who was shot trying to escape. Finally one doc- 
tor, a Jew, stepped forward to treat her. 

Batya was released from hospital four weeks later. She suffered 
constant pain and could no longer move her lower body or control 
her bodily functions. A year later, on payment of a $10,000 deposit, 
she was granted permission to travel to Italy for medical treatment, 
accompanied by her elderly mother. In Rome, Batya contacted the 
Israeli embassy which helped her secretly go to Israel for sixteen 
months of further medical treatment, including three operations. 
For their own protection, not even her husband or family knew 
where she was. 

The abortive escape meant prison for her husband and four 
small children. The children were released from prison only after 
the family obtained a court order. But the Muhabarat refused to 
release Baruch Barakat or the other adult men. They were held for 
a year in unspeakable conditions, repeatedly beaten and subjected 
to electric shocks. After his release, a desperate Baruch Barakat 
made yet another nighttime escape attempt. This time Batya’s five 
brothers, her sister, and the sister’s husband joined him and his four 
children. They again hiked overland toward the Turkish frontier 
under the cover of darkness. After they had travelled for five hours 
and were almost in sight of Turkey, the Syrian border police caught 
them. The Jews were forced to walk the five hours back. As they 
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walked, the adults were beaten. The men, the youngest only thir- 
teen, were imprisoned for another six months, first in Damascus and 
later in Aleppo, and tortured. Even the thirteen-year-old was not 
exempt. On several occasions, the boy was beaten until he passed 
out. A second brother was beaten so badly that his sight was per- 
manently impaired. 36 

As soon as Israeli authorities learned that Baruch was back in 
prison, they whisked Batya out of Israel and into a hospital in New 
York. Baruch would pay the price if the Syrians were to learn 
Batya’s whereabouts. Once she was out of Israel, Abe Dwek of the 
Committee for the Rescue of Syrian Jews, and the American Jewish 
Committee thought that publicizing Batya’s plight might pressure 
the Syrian authorities to soften their treatment of Baruch. They 
told her story to the Jewish community and the American govern- 
ment. The U.S. State Department inquired about the condition of 
Batya’s husband and children, so the Syrians would know that their 
actions were under scrutiny. 37 

Batya’s private world was a difficult and lonely one. After yet 
another operation in New York, she went to hospital outpatient 
clinics several times a week for therapy. She was almost alone in a 
strange city, without friends, language skills, or resources. A 
Hassidic family took pity on the lonely wheelchair-bound woman 
they found crying in the hospital lobby on the Friday afternoon of 
her release and offered her the basement apartment in their house. 
What kept her going was the determination to be reunited with her 
husband and children. 

When Baruch got out of prison, he applied for visas for him- 
self and his four children to visit his wife in Brooklyn. After some 
negotiating, the Muhabarat agreed that if they paid $7,000, the 
family could leave. It was a king’s ransom to a recently imprisoned 
man with no income. 

Batya heard about Mrs. Judy from Abe Dwek and called her. 
Judy told her not to worry; whatever money was needed would be 
there. She arranged for an Aleppo businessman to deliver $7,000 to 
Baruch. At the last minute, however, the Muhabarat reneged on the 
deal and granted permission for Baruch to leave with only two of his 
four children. The oldest, seven, and the youngest, only three, 
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would have to stay behind. The thought of leaving two children 
behind was devastating, but Baruch could not pass up a chance to 
take two children out of Syria. He agreed to the Muhabarat’s terms. 
He placed one child in the care of Batya’s sister in Aleppo and the 
other with her mother, now back in Qamishli, and then Baruch and 
his two middle children left for New York . 38 

Batya and Baruch had managed to get part of their family out of 
Syria, but their problems were far from over. Batya still lived with 
chronic pain. Doctors told her that additional surgery might ease 
her suffering, but it would not give her back control of her lower 
body . 39 Baruch was also a broken person; he had twice endured 
imprisonment and torture. They could never go back to Syria, but 
they would never give up hope of bringing out their remaining two 
children. Judy promised that she would not rest until the two chil- 
dren were reunited with their parents. 

It was not clear who could negotiate on behalf of the children. 
The Muhabarat assured Batya’s parents that, in principle, the chil- 
dren could leave. They identified problems to be resolved — sig- 
nalling that there would be special costs. Before the children could 
travel abroad, their names had to be added to their parents’ Syrian 
passports. Unfortunately, these passports had expired. Once the 
passports were renewed, the children could visit their mother. Batya 
and her husband sent the two expired Syrian passports to the Syrian 
embassy in Washington with appropriate documentation. Without 
explanation, the expired passports and accompanying documenta- 
tion were returned unprocessed a few weeks later . 40 Judy thought 
she knew what had gone wrong. The Muhabarat would not approve 
the passport renewals for free. It was again time to begin the ritual 
dance of dollars . 41 

Batya thought that international expressions of concern might 
help her case and wrote to the secretary general of the United 
Nations, asking thim to intervene with the Syrians on her behalf. 
She received no reply. Her doctor wrote a letter to Syrian authori- 
ties explaining that Batya needed another life-threatening opera- 
tion to ease her pain and that a reunion with her children “would 
be most advantageous in her endurance and healing.” The Syrians 
remained unmoved . 42 
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It would be ransom or nothing. Following Judy’s instructions, 
Batya told her mother to go to Damascus once a week to plead with 
the Muhabarat for the release of the children. Batya’s mother made 
the long bus trip to Damascus week after week. Each time she vis- 
ited Muhabarat headquarters, gifts in hand, and each time pleaded 
that the children be allowed to visit their sick mother. At last, the 
Muhabarat set a price. The children could leave for $5,000 and their 
round-trip tickets. The grandmother could accompany the two 
grandchildren on their journey, but would have to leave her hus- 
band and children behind. 

There were more complications. The American embassy in 
Damascus was hesitant to grant American visas to the children. 
HIAS stepped in to resolve the problem. The Muhabarat raised the 
agreed price by another $500. One of Judy’s businessmen partners 
put up the money in return for an equal amount deposited in his 
New York account. The children and their grandmother were 
bumped from an Air France flight at the last minute, to a flight that 
transferred in Amman, Jordan. Would the Jordanians permit the 
transfer of an elderly Jewish woman and her two grandchildren? 43 

Everything went as planned. Batya’s children and their grand- 
mother flew out of Damascus on the appointed date, transferred 
without problem in Amman, and arrived in New York. Batya and 
Baruch were waiting at the airport as their children arrived. The six- 
year-old was shy; she had been only nine months old when Batya 
was shot. It would take her time to bond with a mother who had 
been never given up on reuniting her family. 44 

Judy Feld Carr usually kept at a distance from those she was try- 
ing to help. Rarely did anyone meet her, nor were they allowed to 
know anything more than was absolutely necessary about her or her 
work. Many did not even know her real name, referring to her as 
Mrs. Judy, and even addressing letters to her by that name. 

But with Batya, Judy Feld Carr bent her rules. She allowed her- 
self the luxury of getting to know Batya, and in truth she was in awe 
of her. Here was a woman who would never walk again, a woman 
battling chronic pain, who remained tenacious about getting her 
family out of Syria. During the time that it took to get them all out, 
Batya and Judy Feld Carr spoke often. In the process, Judy and Batya 
became close friends. 
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Would Batya do for others what she had done for her own fam- 
ily? A native Arabic speaker with a Syrian accent who spoke a more 
and more credible English as time passed, Batya gladly offered to 
assist Judy in any way possible. She soon became another of Judy’s 
key informants. Calling herself Mrs. Gross, the name of a woman 
who lived in the apartment one flight above, Batya often phoned 
Syria, pretending to be a Syrian Jewish woman, now married to an 
American Jew, who was innocently calling home to family and 
friends. But each of her calls was in reality a carefully scripted con- 
versation that passed on coded messages about when and how to 
negotiate a deal with the authorities, details of money transfers, and 
even plans for an overland escape. In addition to passing informa- 
tion to persons in Syria, “Mrs. Gross” gathered information, also in 
code, about what was happening in Syria. Sometimes Judy used Mrs. 
Gross to selectively feed the Muhabarat information or misinforma- 
tion. Knowing that the Muhabarat were listening, Mrs. Gross 
learned to be just as measured in what she did not say as what she 
said. 45 

In the spring of 1984 Mrs. Gross learned about Ava Tzion Lalo. The 
Tzion Lalo family was originally from Qamishli. In the mid-1980s, 
they had moved to Aleppo, where their seven-year-old daughter 
Ava was diagnosed with a congenital heart disease requiring med- 
ical care that was not available there. The Muhabarat had told the 
family that Ava could go abroad for medical treatment, but the 
Tzion Lalos were never able to raise the amount of money they 
demanded. As the child’s condition worsened, the family became 
more despondent. 

Batya turned to Judy Feld Carr for help. Judy agreed to put up the 
ransom money, but Ava did not have much time. Judy moved the 
negotiations along as fast as she could, but despite the girl’s worsen- 
ing condition, the Syrians were in no hurry to deliver an exit visa. 
The authorities took almost a year before allowing Ava out. 

This time Judy demanded a guarantee that the Syrians would 
issue two exit visas — an ill seven-year-old could not travel alone. 
For $4,000, the Syrians issued two passports — one for Ava and the 
second for Ava’s unmarried twenty-year-old sister, Suad. Judy also 
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asked that Ava and Suad be allowed to travel to Turkey overland by 
bus rather than by airplane. 46 In February 1985, Suad was called to 
the Muhabarat offices, where she picked up two passports stamped 
with appropriate exit visas. Without wasting another moment, the 
now desperately ill Ava and Suad were on a bus to Turkey. 47 

Why did Judy insist that they travel by bus? She was worried 
that an airline might not allow the sick child to board the airplane 
unaccompanied, and didn’t trust the Syrian officials to honour 
Suad’s passport. Bus transportation was a safer bet. Moreover, an 
overseas flight would require a stopover in Europe, and a lengthy 
flight would overtax Ava’s heart. The bus trip was much shorter. 
Judy arranged for the two girls to be met on the Turkish side of the 
border, and transferred to a more comfortable inter-city taxi for the 
long ride to Istanbul. Once the girls were in Istanbul, Israeli officials 
took them to Israel for medical help and a new life. 48 

When Ava arrived in Israel, she was rushed to the Hadassah 
Hospital in Jerusalem and admitted under an assumed name. “Her 
skin was blue from the heart disease and the doctors determined 
there was no choice but to operate on her to save her life.” It was 
too late. Ava’s heart had been severely weakened by years of disease. 
She never recovered from open-heart surgery. Three days after 
surgery, she developed breathing difficulties and died as a medical 
team worked to save her. 49 For a second time, Judy Feld Carr felt as 
if she had lost a child. 

When I heard the news the other day, 1 cannot tell you how I felt. The 
doctors were sure this little girl had a chance, and it took me over a 
year to get her out either with her mother or older sister. The Syrians 
would not let the mother go, so for extra money I got instead her 
twenty-year-old sister. Now 1 am trying to get the terrible news to her 
parents in Syria so they can sit shiva. Unfortunately, I cannot call or 
put it in a letter because of where Ava died. I even bought dolls and 
all kinds of toys to bring her when I go to Israel. 50 

Shortly after Ava’s death, Judy Feld Carr wrote to Rabbi Farhi in 
Aleppo. Without telling him where the child had died, Judy asked 
the rabbi to let Ava’s parents know of her death so they could sit 
shiva for her. The only consolation she could offer the grieving 
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parents was “that everything that anyone could do was tried in order 
to save her life .” 51 Saddened as she was by Ava’s death, Judy had 
the satisfaction of knowing that Suad had found a new life in Israel. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 


So They Can 
Marry 


I N FEBRUARY 1985, Judy Feld Carr was invited to Ottawa by 
the Middle East Bureau of External Affairs. Department 
officials had dealt with Judy on the issues of Syrian Jewry for 
many years. Some viewed her as an insistent and outspoken propa- 
gandist for Israel, but she spoke with the authority of the Canadian 
Jewish Congress and she made it her business to know External 
Affairs’ political masters. The department wanted to know what she 
was up to. If they met with her, officials would also be able to tell 
anyone who was concerned about Jews in Syria that they had con- 
ferred with Mrs. Carr on the issue. 

When they invited her to Ottawa, Judy assumed that External 
Affairs officials wanted a briefing from her on Syrian Jews, a subject 
she believed they knew little about. 1 She was wrong. In preparation 
for her visit, officials in Ottawa had requested an updated report on 
the situation from the embassy in Amman, Jordan. (After the out- 
break of the civil war in Lebanon and the 1982 Israeli invasion, the 
Canadian embassy in Beirut was closed and its duties, including 
responsibility for Canadian interests in Syria, were transferred to the 
Canadian embassy in Amman.) 

An embassy dispatch to Ottawa restated External Affairs’ stan- 
dard line — conditions affecting Jews in Syria had “greatly eased over 
the past several years.” But beneath the surface, this dispatch was 
more guarded about the status of Syrian Jews than earlier cables had 
been. The community was “hostage to continuing conflict between 
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Syria and Israel.” Syrians still regarded Jews as a people apart, sub- 
ject to restrictions, harassment, and controls, particularly on travel. 
“In effect, abuse of freedom to travel freely and emigrate overshad' 
ows many rights and privileges this community enjoys.” The 
Canadian diplomat speculated that only half of all Syrian Jews 
would leave if the opportunity presented itself. And he accepted the 
version of their story that Rahbi Hamra and other Syrian Jews told 
to strangers, reporting that Jews were unlikely to go “to Israel of 
which they have generally poor opinion.” 

The Jews of Damascus, the dispatch continued, had two private 
Jewish schools funded largely by money from Jewish communities in 
France and the United States. Half the students in one of the 
schools were Palestinians, reflecting the influx of Palestinians into 
the Damascus Jewish quarters. What the report did not say was that 
placing Palestinian children into Jewish schools was both a way for 
Syrian authorities to dilute the Jewish content of school programs 
and a back-door tax on Jews abroad for the education of Palestinian 
children. Jews were free to cash foreign cheques “no questions asked 
while veritable inquisition usually attends attempts by Christians to 
do so.” The diplomat offered no explanation for this Jewish privi- 
lege, although a community largely engaged in commerce would be 
expected to require the cashing of foreign cheques. Allowing Jews 
to cash cheques from family abroad brought foreign capital into 
Syria, and often this money flowed into the pockets of Syrian offi- 
cials. And while others, including Christians in Syria, had to pay a 
“symbolic” exit fee, the few Jews allowed to travel abroad had to put 
up a large bond of about $4,000 “depending on perceived worth of 
applicant.” Jews who applied to travel abroad had to deal with “mil- 
itary rather than civilian authorities” for passports and exit visas. 

The Canadian official reported that the prohibition against 
emigration was most problematic for unmarried Jewish women. 
After the Syrian government had allowed the fourteen unmarried 
Jewish women to leave in 1977, ostensibly to proxy husbands await- 
ing them in the United States, they allowed a few additional single 
women out each year under similar terms. This did not solve the 
problem for the numerous unmarried Jewish women who wanted 
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to emigrate to marry, there being a shortfall of young men (suggesting 
that larger [number of Syrian Jewish men] than we were aware of may 
be successful in fleeing the country or remaining abroad when on 
travel). However, we understand that 10 Jewish girls were recently 
refused permission to emigrate to France for this purpose, the Syrian 
authorities having decreed that girls must be at least 23 years old (and 
thus deemed to have exhausted their search for spouse locally) and 
have received a specific marriage proposal. Inter-marriage is socially 
unacceptable to the Syrian Jewish community, and need of Jewish 
spouses abroad is recognized by the regime. 2 

Judy Feld Carr painted a picture of Syrian Jewish life that was 
sharply at odds with the diplomatic assessment. She spoke of anti- 
semitism being endemic to Syria and “torture, degradation, humilia- 
tion,” and “fear” being the lot of Syrian Jews. She characterized the 
refusal of Syria to permit Jewish emigration as no more a minor 
restriction than keeping people in chains is a minor inconvenience. 
Contradicting the Amman dispatch, she argued that almost every Jew 
would embrace the chance to leave Syria. Many, she insisted, would 
go to Israel. The most desperate, knowing full well the punishment 
for illegal escape, were already risking everything on such attempts. 

Judy asked External Affairs officials to prevail on the Syrian 
government to allow approximately fifteen unmarried Syrian Jewish 
women humanitarian leave to come to Canada “so they can marry.” 
The officials remained noncommittal, only agreeing to consider the 
plan and accept a list of Syrian Jewish women ready to come to 
Canada . 3 

A week later, Judy sent External Affairs a list of single Jewish 
women supplied by her Syrian Jewish contacts. She promised that 
“if these women are permitted to come to Canada, the Canadian 
Jewish Community will undertake as they have done in the past, 
that in no way would they be a public charge .” 4 But for Canadian 
authorities, the issue was not whether Canada would accept the 
women as immigrants, but whether Syria would allow unmarried 
Jewish women to leave, and how Syria would respond to Canadian 
officials actively promoting this scheme. 
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A little over a month after Judy sent the list, an Israeli official 
cautioned a Canadian diplomat against moving ahead on any 
scheme regarding unmarried Syrian women. During a recent visit to 
Syria, French President Francois Mitterand had broached with 
President Assad the possible emigration of single Jewish women to 
France. Mitterand had given the Syrians a list of unmarried women 
for whom French Jewish husbands were waiting. Until the Syrians 
responded to the French initiative, Canada was warned, any 
approach on the same issue could be dangerous for the women. 
What if a woman turned out to be on both the French and 
Canadian lists? How could she have a fiance in both Canada and 
France? Without clearing the names on the Canadian list with the 
French, any Canadian initiative was both premature and risky. 

Unaware that External Affairs had been warned off by the 
Israeli, Judy remained optimistic. As soon as the Canadian govern- 
ment agreed to approach the Syrians, she would arrange for Rabbi 
Hamra to act as intermediary. He would distribute Canadian immi- 
gration forms to the women on the list, collect the completed forms, 
and return them to Canadian officials. Canada could then appeal to 
the Syrian government on behalf of those who had indicated they 
wished to immigrate and marry in Canada . 5 

But Canada wasn’t prepared to approach Syria. External Affairs 
advised Judy of the warning from the Israeli without telling her what 
country had made the earlier proposal. Canada was not prepared to 
undermine the other initiative, she was told, so the plan was on 
hold. Judy was furious. Without consulting her, the Israelis had 
ruined everything. Whoever had advised the Canadians clearly did- 
n’t know what he was talking about. Judy complained to the Israelis 
that they had sabotaged her efforts and demanded that they clean 
up the mess. The Israelis protested that they had only cautioned 
Canada to co-ordinate the Canadian list with the French list so that 
representations were not made on behalf of the same women by two 
different countries. Nonetheless, Judy demanded that the Israelis 
give the Canadians some sort of “a green light immediately .” 6 

Trying to undo the damage was like trying to unscramble an egg. 
Everybody was sorry, but nobody was prepared to take responsibility 
and intercede with the Canadian government. The Israeli Foreign 


168 



Office and the Israeli embassy were hesitant about encouraging 
Canada to bring Syrian Jewish women to Canada. Why would 
Canada want to be seen acting as an agent of Israel? Israel did not 
want to be held responsible for persuading Canadians to go ahead if 
the scheme backfired. 7 

Judy had no choice hut to try to get the proposal back on the 
rails herself. She met with External Affairs and Immigration officials 
in Ottawa again at the end of April 1985, accompanied by the head 
of the Jewish Immigrant Aid Service in Canada. She tried to 
breathe new life into the project by arguing that it be regarded as a 
Canadian humanitarian effort. No country, she insisted, should 
have a veto power over Canada’s foreign policy. 

Canadian officials had always had reservations about her pro- 
posal; nothing they heard from Judy now changed their minds. 
External Affairs hinted that “other things are going on” with regard 
to unmarried Jewish women in Syria and that until the issue was 
clear, External Affairs would keep “it under review.” 8 In any event, 
the Islamic observance of Ramadan was in the offing, and nothing 
would get underway during the holy month. Everything was on 
hold. 9 

Judy was determined to resuscitate her scheme. In the late 
spring of 1985, she tried to launch a letter- writing campaign by 
enlisting the support of Jewish campus organizations. But the end of 
the school year was not a good time to start a student-based cam- 
paign, so the initiative failed. Judy wrote personal letters to political 
leaders decrying Canada’s failure to respond to a humanitarian 
need. But accusing Canadian politicians of being deaf to humani- 
tarian appeals when the country had just absorbed an estimated 
100,000 Vietnamese refugees was unreasonable. She received 
polite but noncommittal responses. 10 

When Judy visited Israel in July 1985, she approached key non- 
governmental spokespersons for help, including the head of the 
Israeli Council for the Rescue of Jews in Arab Lands. He agreed to 
write to the Israeli Foreign Office on her behalf. She also spoke to 
influential officials in Israeli government ministries and the Jewish 
Agency. They recognized the importance of what she wanted to do, 
but they were not willing to approach Canadian officials and ask 
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them to reconsider the scheme. Nobody wanted to take responsibil- 
ity for the mess, and there was no way to correct the error without 
admitting that one had had been made . 11 

Judy still refused to concede defeat and continued to lobby 
Canadian officials. When a personnel shuffle in External Affairs 
brought new faces into the Middle East Bureau, she took this as 
another opportunity to impress on them the urgency of approaching 
the Syrians on behalf of the fifteen women. She had no luck. 
Although Judy didn’t know it, Canada had learned in the meantime 
that the Syrians were refusing to act on the list of unmarried Jewish 
women that Mitterand had given Assad. There was no reason to 
believe a Canadian initiative would fare any better . 12 

As an alternative, External Affairs officials offered to present 
four or five cases from the list of fifteen girls to the Syrians as a rou- 
tine immigration matter. All the women had to do was fill out 
Canadian immigration forms, and Canada would take their cases to 
the Syrians. This approach was especially promising because 
Canada was preparing to open an embassy in Damascus. As a ges- 
ture of good will to the new embassy, the Syrians might be willing 
to co-operate. 

After several months, the newly appointed ambassador in 
Damascus still had not presented his credentials. Embassy staff 
assured Judy that they were ready to proceed “in a low-key, business- 
like manner” in the hope that “appropriate circumstances should 
soon exist for the sort of quiet approach which seems to offer the 
best chance of achieving something useful.” However, the director 
general of External Affairs Middle East Bureau did not share that 
hope. 

All indications are that we should not count too much on favourable 
results, but if progress proves possible, we shall carry on accordingly. I 
fear that there will be no results to report in the immediate future, but 
if something is ultimately achieved, without complicating life for 
other members of the [Jewish] community in Syria, that will be a 
source of modest satisfaction. 13 

Judy remained convinced that with Rabbi Hamra’s co-opera- 
tion, her scheme to bring out all fifteen women at the same time 
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would work. As the months dragged by, the department continued 
to express reservations about proceeding with her plan. They knew 
that Judy trusted Rabbi Hamra, but in the past the rabbi had repeat- 
edly reassured diplomats that Syrian Jews did not face any persecu- 
tion. Canadian officials had incorporated his reassurances in their 
dispatches to Ottawa. Why would they ask him to help the women 
leave Syria when he had told Canadian officials that there were no 
problems? The department thought that it made much more sense 
to bring the women to Canada through an open process. Why not 
“test the waters” with a few straightforward immigration cases? The 
paperwork could be handled by the new embassy in Damascus . 14 

An exasperated Judy Feld Carr fired off a letter to External 
Affairs. 

It is axiomatic that people living under oppression and in constant 
fear of their wellbeing will express different views from those who are 
free and beyond the reach of the notorious Syrian Police— the 
Muhabarat. These who are free will give you quite a different story 
from those evidently being listened to by your Department in Syria. 

And if there is any improvement in the lot of Syrian Jews, why do 
so many try to escape, and expose themselves to imprisonment and 
torture if caught? 

Putting it bluntly, neither I nor anyone conversant with members 
of the Syrian Jewish community accept what you put forward, either 
as statements of fact or of opinion, concerning the question of the 
effect of representations to the Syrian Government or the conditions 
in which people are living there. 

So, too, we do not accept as valid the fears expressed by you about 
what would happen to others in the Syrian Jewish community if the 
activities which we have been urging and which were originally 
accepted by your Department were to be undertaken. I am afraid that 
too often in the past have these “fears” been used by too many people 
as an excuse for not mounting appropriate efforts on humanitarian 
grounds to rescue other hapless individuals, in different countries and 
at different times. Tragically, hindsight has always proven these people 
to have been wrong . 15 

A sympathetic MP, Robert Kaplan, inquired about the govern- 
ment’s efforts on behalf of the Syrian women. The embassy replied 
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that they would help any of the women who wanted to come to 
Canada, hut “to date, none of those concerned has been in contact, 
either directly or indirectly, with the Canadian embassy in Damascus 
to explore the possibility.” 16 

Again Judy was outraged. External Affairs just didn’t get it. 
How, she demanded, could the government give the impression that 
a Syrian Jewish woman could enter the Canadian embassy and 
apply to immigrate to Canada without putting herself at grave risk? 
If External Affairs truly believed that to be true, it was small won- 
der that nothing was happening. But as weeks turned into months, 
External Affairs remained determined to proceed at its own pace. 
The project was going nowhere. 1 ' 

In March 1986, another turnover in External Affairs staff brought 
in a new director general of the Middle East Bureau, Percy 
Sherwood. He was no doubt aware of the often stormy relations 
between his predecessors and Judy Feld Carr, but Sherwood decided 
to work with Judy to breathe new life into her moribund proposal. 
Shortly after assuming his new duties, Sherwood called her from 
Ottawa and they talked about the problems of bringing the unmar- 
ried Jewish women to Canada. Judy proposed that they meet at his 
convenience to explore the matter further. Rather than summoning 
her to a formal meeting in Ottawa, Sherwood suggested that they 
talk over lunch when he came to Toronto. Judy invited him to her 
home. 18 

Ten days later, Judy Feld Carr, Percy Sherwood, and Herb 
Abrams, director of the Jewish Immigrant Aid Service, gathered 
over a light lunch in Judy’s dining room. They chatted informally, 
and only at the end of the meal did they turn to the issue of Syrian 
Jews. Sherwood outlined efforts by the newly opened Canadian 
embassy in Damascus to make connections in the Jewish commu- 
nity. American embassy staff had been co-operative in sharing infor- 
mation and assisting the newly arrived Canadians to find and 
protect the confidentiality of Jewish contacts. He told Judy that 
there might be some movement on the immigration of the Syrian 
women. A Canadian diplomat had approached a Syrian Foreign 
Office official about granting the women leave to marry husbands 
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abroad. The Canadian was reassured that there was no prohibition 
against such emigration, although each case would be reviewed on 
its merits. The Canadians were now considering how to proceed 
with the paperwork necessary to bring the women on Judy Feld 
Carr’s list to Canada. 

Judy could hardly believe her ears, but she still foresaw one big 
problem. If the women were seen entering the embassy offices, 
located in the Damascus Sheraton Hotel, there could be trouble. 
She again suggested asking Rabbi Hamra to act as an intermediary. 
Sherwood was interested in the idea. He hadn’t known that Rabbi 
Hamra had passed along Canadian immigration materials on at least 
one previous occasion, in the case of Rabbi Dahab’s daughter Olga. 
Sherwood promised to look into her plan and get back to her. 

As the meeting drew to a close, Sherwood asked Judy a question 
she rarely asked herself. Why was she so involved with the cause of 
Syrian Jews? Judy fumbled for an answer. She had trouble articulat- 
ing what was for her emotional — something less reasoned than 
understood. It had to do with history, she explained. Jews all over 
the world — including those in Syria— are bound by a common his- 
torical thread. To deny the plight of Syrian Jews would be to deny 
that bond, to deny her own past and her people’s past. That is why 
she could not turn her back on the women on her list. Leaving Syria 
was their only chance for a full life. She wanted to give them that 
chance . 19 

Sherwood had promised to get the project moving, but every 
step took time. While Judy waited for a breakthrough in Ottawa, she 
succeeded in buying a number of the women out of Syria. None of 
them came to Canada. She was increasingly frustrated with a process 
that was expensive and cumbersome. The Canadian initiative to 
remove fifteen women at one time would set a precedent for a new, 
legal, and less expensive route to get Jews out. Hoping that External 
Affairs could still deliver, Judy occasionally updated the list, remov- 
ing the names of those who were no longer in Syria and replacing 
them with others who were just as eager to leave for Canada . 20 

A plan to process the Canadian immigration applications slowly 
took shape. Ottawa agreed that Rabbi Hamra should act as the go- 
between. The embassy in Damascus would protect the rabbi by 
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inviting Syrian religious leaders of all faiths — Muslim, Christian, 
and Jewish — to visit, a routine step for newly established diplomatic 
missions. 21 

The time between the distribution of the Canadian immigra- 
tion applications to the fifteen women, the return of the papers to 
the embassy, and the appeal to Syrian authorities had to be kept as 
short as possible. All the players had to be in place at the same time. 
Throughout the summer of 1986, this proved no easy task. First, the 
Canadian ambassador was on vacation. Then Sherwood went on 
vacation. And Judy spent much of that autumn in Israel. 22 

In late September, Judy and Herb Abrams went to Ottawa at 
Sherwood’s request. Twenty months after she had first been assured 
that the Canadian government was going to seriously consider her 
proposal, everyone was still arguing over process. She again 
explained step by step her plan to get the immigration applications 
filled out, return the papers to the embassy, and approach the 
Syrians on behalf of the women. She again explained why Rabbi 
Hamra, rather than a local Jewish businessman recommended by 
the American embassy, should be entrusted with contacting the 
women. The government officials questioned everything she said. 
She answered all their concerns but had to admit that there was no 
guarantee that the Syrians would let the women leave. Judy again 
reassured the officials that all the expenses for tickets, passports, and 
settling the women in Canada, as well as any “special costs,’ would 
be assumed by the Canadian Jewish community. 

The officials were also concerned about security. As if Judy did' 
n’t already know it, they reminded her that the Syrians were watch- 
ing the embassy. How could Rabbi Hamra ’s safety be assured? In 
Syria, Judy responded, nobody’s safety could be assured. Rabbi 
Hamra knew what he was doing. The embassy was supplying him 
with a cover; as spokesperson for the Jewish community of 
Damascus, he was visiting the embassy with other religious leaders. 

Sherwood asked for a photograph of Rabbi Hamra to give to the 
embassy. Judy had one with her, taken during his secret visit to her 
home several years earlier. So that the rabbi would not be further 
compromised if the photograph fell into the wrong hands, she care- 
fully snipped herself and her husband out of the picture. 
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This would he the perfect time to invite the rabbi to the 
embassy and start the immigration process moving. It would soon be 
the Jewish High Holy Days, and the rabbi and the women would be 
in synagogue. Even though Muhabarat agents would also be in syn- 
agogue, the High Holy Days presented a golden opportunity for 
Rabbi Hamra to distribute and collect the applications. Embassy 
staff should act quickly if they wanted the rabbi to have the neces- 
sary documents for distribution. 24 

A week after the Ottawa meeting, Rabbi Hamra visited the 
Canadian embassy. There was, however, an unexpected communi- 
cation problem. The rabbi spoke almost no English, and his French 
left much to be desired. The Canadians spoke little Arabic. The 
embassy hired Arabic speakers locally, and officials were concerned 
that if they relied on them, there might be a security problem. The 
only solution was to have the rabbi return to the embassy a few days 
later with his wife, who spoke French. They did so, and details for 
filling out the immigration papers and returning them to the 
embassy were carefully worked out. 

Almost two years after Judy had first presented her plan to 
External Affairs, everything seemed to finally be falling into place. 
Rabbi Hamra arranged for the women on the list to fill out the nec- 
essary immigration papers. In anticipation of quick Syrian approval 
for their departure, Canadian Immigration authorities agreed to 
authorize “expeditious” entry of the women to Canada on tempo- 
rary permits, pending a medical examination on arrival in Toronto. 
After passing the medical, the women would be granted final 
approval as immigrants to Canada. 24 

But two events, hard on the heels of each other, threw a mon- 
key wrench into the works. One was a botched escape attempt in 
late September 1986. Judy was not involved in the attempt by two 
families from Aleppo, who were betrayed to Syrian authorities by 
their smuggler just as they were about to cross the border into 
Turkey. The Jews were found to be carrying a large quantity of cash 
equivalent to $12,000. Apprehended with so much money, the fam- 
ilies were charged under a recent law dictating a fifteen-year prison 
sentence for those found guilty of smuggling illegal contraband, 
including cash, out of the country. 
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News of the failed escape alarmed the Syrian Jewish community. 
There was an “apparent toughening of the Syrian position against 
the departure of Syrian Jews,” and the order of the day was to lie 
low. Rabbi Hamra, cautious about being seen dealing with the 
Canadians on anything that smacked of immigration, wisely kept 
his distance. He held on to the completed Canadian forms he had 
retrieved from the fifteen unmarried women and everything was 
again put on hold. 25 

The second event that damaged the immigration plan took 
place in London in late October 1986. A British court found a 
Jordanian, reportedly working for the Syrian secret service, guilty of 
attempting to smuggle a bomb on board an Israeli airliner at 
Heathrow Airport. The British broke off diplomatic relations with 
Syria. Canada quickly recalled its ambassador to Ottawa “for con- 
sultations.” The Canadian Jewish Congress applauded the move as 
a signal that Canada would not sanction normal relations with any 
state that abetted the murder of innocents or sheltered terrorists. 
The United States also withdrew its ambassador, and several other 
Western states followed suit or sent diplomatic signals of displeasure 
to Damascus. 26 

Syrian Jews pushed further into the shadows, hoping to remain 
invisible until the crisis blew over. Whatever protection the 
presence of a Western foreign diplomatic corps in Damascus had 
afforded them had been weakened by the withdrawal of several 
Western ambassadors and the scaling-down of diplomatic contacts 
by others. 27 

Scrambling to safeguard her project, Judy suggested that Syria 
might approve such a high-profile humanitarian gesture in order to 
avoid diplomatic purgatory. The Canadian ambassador was gone, 
but couldn’t someone among the remaining embassy staff broach 
this with the Syrians? External Affairs told her that the ambassador 
was the only Canadian diplomat with the connections and the 
diplomatic clout necessary to approach the Syrian Foreign Office on 
the immigration scheme. Judy was invited to talk to the recalled 
ambassador in Ottawa. He reaffirmed his commitment to the pro- 
ject and said that once he was back in Damascus, he expected 
Syrian officials to facilitate the women’s departure. 
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Unknown to Judy or Canadian embassy staff, while the 
Canadian ambassador was in Ottawa, the Muhabarat questioned 
Rabbi Hamra about his relationship with “Mrs. Judy.” Unsure how 
much they knew about his dealings with her and the Canadian 
embassy, he stuck to his previous line. He had no contact with Mrs. 
Judy other than to arrange for the parcels of religious items and 
money she sent to assist the community — all gifts that he duly 
reported to the Muhabarat. Was the interrogation a warning that 
they knew of his involvement with Mrs. Judy or Canadian officials? 
Rabbi Hamra was unsure, but the Muhabarat succeeded in shaking 
him up. 29 

Rabbi Hamra kept his distance from the embassy. In mid- 
December, while the ambassador was still in Ottawa, the embassy 
invited visitors, including the rabbi, for pre-Christmas festivities. 
Rabbi Hamra felt that under these conditions the coast was clear 
enough to deliver the documents. On December 18, 1986, External 
Affairs informed Judy that embassy staff now had the immigration 
applications and they were being processed. The embassy prepared 
to interview each applicant to verify that she was truly ready to leave 
for Canada if Syrian authorities gave their approval. To ensure the 
women’s safety, embassy officials arranged to meet each of them dis- 
creetly, after regular business hours and not in the embassy’s offices 
but elsewhere in the hotel where the embassy was located. There 
would be nothing unusual in finding Western diplomats gathering 
informally there in the evening. The presence of a well-dressed 
young woman with a companion, an older chaperone, would hardly 
be noticed amid all the comings and goings in a busy lobby. In this 
way, officials interviewed five or six of the women and determined 
that they should be granted Canadian entry. 

The process ran into another snag. A Syrian Jewish family, 
including a woman on Judy’s list, made an escape attempt. They 
were apprehended and imprisoned. The embassy was concerned 
that while she was under interrogation, the young woman might 
expose the secret Canadian immigration plan. They discontinued 
the interviews. The arrest did not end up implicating the other 
women on the list or compromising Canadian officials, but no one 
could any longer be certain what the Muhabarat knew. 29 
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The women that Canada had secretly interviewed and approved 
for entry into Canada could not leave without Syrian approval, and 
only the Canadian ambassador could approach Syrian officials on 
the matter. The process could not move forward until his return. If 
Syria agreed to Canada’s immigration requests on behalf of the 
women, those who had already been through the Canadian inter- 
view could apply to Syrian authorities for exit visas. 30 

Early in 1987, the Canadian ambassador returned to his post in 
Damascus, the first from the West to do so. In March, the ambas- 
sador was finally able to arrange a meeting with the Syrian vice- 
president and the foreign minister, during which he intended to 
raise the issue of the Jewish women. He knew the men well and was 
looking forward to the meetings as an opportunity to smooth over 
Canadian-Syrian relations. He met first with the vice-president and 
later with the foreign minister in their respective offices. The recep- 
tion was cool. When he broached the topic of the unmarried Jewish 
women, the response was even cooler. The ambassador explained 
that there were men in Canada ready to marry the women. As a 
humanitarian gesture, would Syria consider allowing some Syrian 
Jewish women to marry Canadian men and move to Canada? 
Without hesitation, the answer was no. The Syrians not only turned 
down the ambassador’s request, they dressed him down for even rais- 
ing the issue. The Syrian officials suggested that if the Canadian 
fiances were sincere, they could come to Syria, marry their brides, 
and live in Syria. As they had done with Mitterand’s similar request 
almost two years earlier, the Syrians refused to entertain further ref- 
erence to any issue they regarded as an internal Syrian matter. The 
Canadian ambassador had expected a courteous hearing and ready 
approval of his request. He left with neither. 31 

The scheme was dead. Judy Feld Carr attempted to revive it by 
suggesting that a personal appeal by the Canadian prime minister to 
President Assad might unlock the door, just as a personal appeal by 
the American president had done nearly ten years earlier. But the 
Syrians would have none of it. Canadian External Affairs and 
Immigration officials who had personally committed to making the 
immigration scheme happen were disappointed. The effort on 
behalf of these women had taught them about the oppression under 
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which Jews lived in Syria, and they now understood that the 
removal of fifteen women to Canada would have been a victory 
against that oppression. All they could offer Judy Feld Carr and the 
women in Syria was that any of them who was courageous enough 
to apply to the Syrians on her own for an exit visa could be assured 
of a very sympathetic response from Canada. But the problem, as 
always, was getting Syrian permission to leave . 33 

Judy conceded defeat. She was not used to failure. Through this 
whole period, she had managed to successfully get hundreds of Jews 
out of Syria — some on purchased passports and exit visas, others 
through illegal escapes across Syria’s borders. But her failure to bring 
the fifteen women to Canada remained a major disappointment. 
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CHAPTER NINE 


Prisoners of 
Damascus 


I N SEPTEMBER 1990, a week after the celebration of the Jewish 
New Year, four young Syrian Jews from Aleppo were appre- 
hended as they tried to slip into Turkey. The four, a married 
couple, the wife’s sister and her fiance, were no more than a few feet 
from the border when Syrian police, firing at the ground in front of 
them, ended their dash to freedom. They were handcuffed, blind- 
folded, and bundled off to Damascus, the men to one prison, the 
women to another. The trial was only a formality. They had been 
caught red-handed trying to escape. As punishment, they were kept 
in prison and tortured. 

For one of the arrested Jewish women, Garcia Jamil Guindi, the 
horror of torture went beyond any pain inflicted on her body. When 
arrested, Garcia was five months’ pregnant. She and her husband 
had jumped at the chance to escape from Syria in the hope that 
their baby could be bom in Israel. Instead, Garcia found herself in 
prison, her belly swollen and her husband’s whereabouts unknown. 
She was not even allowed to know if he was still alive. 

News of the four arrests shocked the small Syrian Jewish com- 
munity. As word spread that Garcia was visibly pregnant, the con- 
cern became even more acute. Shortly after the arrests, Judy Feld 
Carr asked one of her informants in New York if there was anything 
she could do. Her informant told her that the families of those 
arrested were afraid that any inquiry from abroad would only exac- 
erbate the situation and they hoped to successfully intercede with 
the authorities on their own . 1 
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The families were permitted a visit with their children in 
prison, hut their appeals for leniency and quick release went 
unheard. Not even the pregnant Garcia would he given any special 
consideration. The Israelis requested that the international com- 
munity intervene. Perhaps international disapproval could provide 
the four Syrian Jews a measure of protection, lessen the torture, 
especially of the pregnant Garcia, and even reduce the term of 
their imprisonment . 2 American and French Jewish organizations 
approached their respective governments, and in November Judy 
wrote to the minister of External Affairs asking that Canada make 
representations on behalf of the four. They were not going to Israel, 
she suggested, “doubtlessly, they were hoping to get to the U.S. or 
Panama, where close relatives reside.” Whatever their sin, their 
punishment offended any civilized standard of justice or protection 
of human rights. 

Information just received by us reveals that they are all undergoing the 
type of interrogation and torture by horrendous means for which the 
Syrian authorities are well-known to you and your Department. 

The young pregnant woman, who has previously suffered two mis- 
carriages, has been told by her jailers that they could not care less 
whether or not she gives birth and that, if she does, she will do so on 
the stone floor of her cell. 3 

Garcia did give birth in prison. Several years later she recounted 
what happened. 

The (female) prison guards kept beating me and kicking me in the 
stomach. They used to tell me that 1 will rot in jail all my life. I was in 
jail with (female) criminals and I suffered from their abuse and beat- 
ing as well, because I am a Jew. They accused me of spying and beat 
me until I went unconscious. There was no bed in the cell and I slept 
on a cold floor without blankets. We were only given bread and water. 
The whole time I was worried that something might happen to the 
fetus. When labour became intense the prison guards refused to open 
the door. I knocked on the door very hard and yelled until they 
opened it. They put me on a chair in a dirty room and delivered my 
baby. They kept threatening me that they will take my baby away 
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when it is born, so immediately after the birth I took the baby, got off 

the chair and ran to my cell. I wrapped her in a torn blanket and held 

her tight so they wouldn’t take her away from me . 4 

Weeks later, before Judy heard back from External Affairs, Garcia 
and her sister were freed. The department eventually advised Judy 
of the women’s release, the location of the prison in which the men 
were still being held, and the fact that the prisoners were allowed 
once-a-week visits by family. By this time, Judy already knew all of 
this from her own sources in Syria, but the fact that the Canadians 
had the information meant that Western diplomats were closely 
monitoring the situation. That was all that Judy asked of External 
Affairs, hoping that the Syrians would think twice about abusing 
prisoners who were the focus of international attention. She also 
brought the case of the four to the attention of Amnesty 
International, which ran a short piece on the arrest in its September 
1991 Bulletin . 5 

What few people knew at the time was that Judy Feld Carr went 
well beyond public lobbying on behalf of the prisoners. She was 
instrumental in covertly supplying material for their physical needs, 
including those of the newborn baby. When she was advised that 
the imprisoned mother was not lactating, Judy sent bribe money to 
allow milk formula into the prison for the baby and oranges for the 
mother. But the prison had no facilities to store the formula, so Judy 
sent money to purchase a small refrigerator for the prison. She also 
sent extra money to be placed inside the refrigerator before it was 
delivered into the hands of prison officials. 6 There was no note or 
explanation. Within days of the refrigerator’s delivery, prison offi- 
cials released the two women and the newborn infant, almost dump- 
ing them out into the street in front of the prison on barely a 
moment’s notice. The refrigerator and the money stayed behind.' 
The Syrians may have released the women and the baby because the 
international exposure had embarrassed them. Or maybe the bribe 
worked. 8 

The men were less fortunate. The court had sentenced them to 
several years in prison and the authorities were unlikely to entertain 
an appeal for an early release. The men were, however, transferred 
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from a prison in Damascus to one in Aleppo, where it was easier for 
family to visit them. Otherwise, the conditions were harsh. The 
men were held in damp, windowless, interior cells where prisoners 
were beaten for even the slightest infraction of the rules. Judy sent 
more money to Rabbi Henri Farhi, one of her key Aleppo contacts, 
to ensure the two men received decent food, including kosher meat. 
She also sent money to support Garcia and her baby. Rabbi Farhi 
wrote to Judy thanking her for the money. In a simple code, refer- 
ring to the prison as the “hospital” and the prisoners as the “sick,” 
he made it clear that the money was well spent. 

I visited the sicks in hospital more than three times and I gave them 
in their hand every one 2000 Syrian pounds and every month 1000 
Syria pounds [to the jailers] from your help and 1 buy every week 
chicken meat to eat in hospital, and this week I buy for them medi- 
cines for them, and milk for the baby and all are good. Pray with us to 
give them the health as soon as possible. Amen. 9 

The fate of the two men was ultimately determined by events 
taking place far beyond their prison walls — the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, which removed a key Syrian ally and source of weapons; the 
afterglow of Syrian support for the American-led assault on Iraq in 
the Gulf War; the opening of the Israeli-Palestinian talks; and the 
announcement of impending American-brokered bilateral Syrian- 
Israeli talks in Madrid, scheduled for October 1991. In the shifting 
realpolitik, the Syrians granted amnesty to the two men in Aleppo 
and, within hours, released another two Jewish men being held in a 
Damascus prison. 10 

Two prisoners who were not permitted to see the light of day, how- 
ever, were the Swed brothers, Elie and Selim. Syrian authorities had 
approached Elie Swed at the Damascus airport in November 1987 
as he waited for his luggage to come off his Alitalia flight from 
Rome. Would he come with them for five minutes, please? He 
accompanied the officials into an airport office, where he was 
promptly handcuffed, blindfolded, and hustled off to a Muhabarat 
prison. He was then twenty-eight years old. Those five minutes were 
to become almost five years. 11 
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Elie Swed is still pained by memories of his Syrian incarcera- 
tion. The day he arrived at the prison and endured his first full-body 
search, even the fillings in his teeth were removed, lest he might be 
concealing something in his mouth. He was put in an underground 
cell measuring barely one by one and a half metres, not even enough 
space for him to stretch out on the ground. He was forbidden to 
make any noise, even to talk to himself. Once, when he was over- 
heard mumbling, he was hauled out of his cell and searched in case 
he had smuggled some kind of recording or communications device 
into his cell. Finding nothing, the guards beat him for good measure 
and tossed him back. He was fed once a day — a cup of water, a sin- 
gle pita bread, and some bean mash. There was no washing, no 
change of clothes, and only a single, filthy sheet to ward off the cold 
and dampness that nightly invaded his underground cell. The cell 
had no toilet facilities and Elie was only permitted to relieve him- 
self once a day. Permission to go more often was at the discretion of 
the jailer, but whether the answer was yes or no, he was often beaten 
for asking. If he was denied permission and soiled his cell, he was 
beaten again. 12 

These beatings were minor compared with the horrors of inter- 
rogation and systematic torture. The nightmare began the second 
night of his incarceration and continued every night for the next 
month and a half. No atrocity seemed out of bounds — sleep depri- 
vation, electric shocks to his genitals, submersion of his head under 
water, more severe beatings. Eventually, he told them what they 
wanted to know. He confessed that he had visited Israel. This con- 
fession did not end his ordeal, but only refocused the questions. His 
torturers accused him of spying for Israel and demanded to know 
what he had done there. Where had he been? Whom had he seen? 
Whom did he speak with? Elie explained he had gone to visit two 
sisters who had left Syria before his birth. How could he know any- 
thing that could compromise Syrian security? He was not a spy. 

The youngest in his family, Elie had several siblings who left 
Syria before he was born in 1959. One ended up in Argentina, 
another two sisters went to Israel. Elie grew up hearing stories of this 
family abroad. Letters from Argentina, including coded information 
about the sisters in Israel, were important in holding the family 
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together. After high school, Elie, a bright student, applied to uni- 
versity. For a year and a half he was denied entry — the Jewish quota 
was full. He persisted and was eventually admitted. After graduat- 
ing, he began work in a pharmacy that he opened with his brother. 
Soon thereafter Elie applied for a passport and visa to visit his fam- 
ily in Argentina. He had long dreamed of travelling abroad. It took 
a year to complete the necessary paperwork, but in 1987 he was 
allowed permission to visit Argentina. 13 

From there he spoke to his sisters in Israel for the first time. He 
decided to visit them and flew to Rome, where he visited the Israeli 
embassy and arranged a flight to Israel. To ensure secrecy, Elie left 
his Syrian passport with the embassy and travelled to Israel on a lais- 
sez'passer. He spent a month in Israel. His brother Selim had 
secretly made this same trip, using a temporary exit visa to cover a 
side trip to visit friends and family. With the co-operation of Israeli 
authorities, there was no paper trail and no entry visa to give Syrian 
security officials reason to suspect a Syrian Jew of visiting Israel. 

Selim had returned safely without the Syrian authorities learn- 
ing about his trip. But in Elie’s case, the authorities had somehow 
found out. Elie had no inkling of a problem during his stay in Israel 
and his family there had tried to persuade him not to go back to 
Syria. But he had feared the punishment that his father and other 
siblings would suffer if he did not return. 

At the end of November 1987, Elie flew back to Rome, where 
he retrieved his Syrian passport at the Israeli embassy. He phoned 
his family in Damascus to tell them he was in transit from Argentina 
and that he would be arriving in Damascus the next day on an 
Alitalia flight. After a one-night layover, he boarded his flight from 
Rome to Damascus. In the Damascus airport, as he was picking up 
his luggage, Elie was taken into custody. 14 

Elie’s family, waiting for him in the arrivals terminal, had no 
idea he had been taken away. When he did not appear, the family 
went to the Alitalia desk to inquire about him. They were told his 
name was not on the passenger list. Alitalia had no idea where he 
was. Presuming that he had been delayed and would come on a later 
flight from Rome, the family went home to await word. They heard 
nothing from Rome and nothing from the Syrian authorities. The 
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family considered the possibility that he had decided to go to Israel. 
But he would have got word to them somehow. Elie’s father, already 
a sick man, was ashen with worry. If Elie was in violation of the time 
limit of his exit visa, the family could be severely punished. One 
month after Elie disappeared without a trace, his father died. 15 

The family had barely finished with the shiva when six men 
grabbed Selim Swed, Elie’s older brother, in broad daylight on a 
Damascus street while he was on his way to purchase candles for the 
first day of Chanukah, in December 1987. The forty-seven-year-old 
father of seven vividly remembers being hustled into a waiting Land 
Rover, and his head being covered and beaten during the short drive 
to the nearby Muhabarat prison. His head still covered and bleed- 
ing, he was shoved down a set of stairs and tossed into an under- 
ground cell. 

When Selim did not return home as expected, with every pass- 
ing hour his wife, Sara, became more and more uneasy. He would 
have phoned if he was delayed, particularly since Sara and the chil- 
dren were waiting to light the first Chanukah candle. Sara and 
another of Selim’s brothers called local hospitals. No Selim. They 
notified the police, who claimed to know nothing. They approached 
the Muhabarat office in the Jewish quarter for information. The 
security police dismissed Sara’s concern, saying that men had a way 
of going missing, and then showing up sheepishly the next day. She 
was told to go home, take an aspirin, and not to worry. But Selim 
did not return. 

Sara went back to the Muhabarat the next day, and the day after 
that, and the day after that, for a week. Each time she was told that 
they knew nothing of her husband’s whereabouts. After a week Sara 
threatened a hunger strike in the office of the local Muhabarat. 
Only then was she told her husband was in prison because of his 
association with his brother, Elie. Sara was confused. What did Elie 
have to do with Selim’s disappearance? Elie wasn’t even in Syria. 
She begged for an explanation, to see her husband, to know where 
he was being held. All her pleas were refused. 

More than a year passed before word leaked out that Selim was 
still alive and that he and Elie were being held in prison. The fam- 
ily was still not allowed to visit. They were given no explanation of 
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why the brothers were being held, no word on what prison they 
were in, and no information about their physical condition. They 
were not being held with the other Jewish prisoners. These Jews 
could be accounted for. Their families were allowed to visit and, 
with money, it was often possible to ensure they had proper food, 
clean clothes, and even a cell with a window. Only the Muhabarat 
knew where the Sweds were being held . 16 Sara sank into despair. 
What would become of her, her children, and most of all, what 
would become of her husband? She lived on rumours, rolling them 
over in her head every night. It was harder and harder to shelter her 
children from images that cursed her sleep. 

Selim’s ordeal was worse than she imagined. He still had no idea 
Elie was in Syria, let alone in prison. Each brother was unaware of 
the other’s presence; they were held in tiny underground solitary- 
confinement cells only a few yards apart. Like Elie, Selim was sub- 
jected to a nightly ordeal of systematic torture. The torture was 
intended to force Selim to confess. The confession might not bear 
any relationship to to the truth, but until the Muhabarat got the 
confession they wanted, worded the way they wanted, the nightly 
orgy of pain would continue. And since the security police were 
already satisfied that Selim was guilty of the crime, the torture 
would also serve as punishment. If the torture continued long 
enough, Selim would eventually confess or die — apparently the 
Muhabarat didn’t care which happened first. 

In the end, Selim signed whatever document they put in front 
of him. He didn’t even bother to read it. The regular torture ended, 
but the beatings and the inhuman conditions of incarceration con- 
tinued. Selim was held in isolation without charges, without a trial, 
and with no hope of seeing his wife and children again. The guards 
enjoyed brutal jokes at his expense. Playing on his loneliness and 
growing desperation, they told Selim to prepare himself for release. 
As his hopes soared, they even gave him some Syrian money to get 
home from the prison. Then, amid gales of laughter, the guards told 
him it was all a joke. He would never leave prison alive . 17 

After eight months, Selim and Elie caught a glimpse of each 
other for the first time. Not one word or even a knowing nod passed 
between the two. Any sign of recognition was forbidden. The ravages 
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of repeated beatings, the insufficient diet, isolation, dirt, cold, and 
loneliness took their toll on the health of the two men. Selim suf- 
fered chest pain and heart palpitations. When a doctor was finally 
summoned, Selim was found to have extremely high blood pressure 
and an erratic heart rate. He would have to be taken out of the iso- 
lation cell or, the doctor protested, he could not be responsible. Elie, 
meanwhile, was diagnosed with tuberculosis. 18 

In May 1989, Elie and Selim were removed from their cells and 
were transferred to another Muhabarat prison. For a time, the two 
Jewish brothers were thrown in among imprisoned members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Although the Sweds feared for their lives, the 
Muslim radicals generally let them be. Maybe they were simply pre- 
pared to let the system take care of the Jews. Folk wisdom among 
prisoners was that nobody ever left this prison alive — the only pris- 
oners allowed out were those released for burial. 

This new prison was unaffiliated with the previous one. Their 
new jailers didn’t care that the two brothers had been moved 
because of their deteriorating health, or that they had already been 
questioned. As new prisoners the Sweds would have to undergo new 
interrogations. Torture began again and continued until the pre- 
scribed confessions were again exacted. 19 

After a month, in June 1989, the two brothers were moved into 
a tiny underground cell together. They were both sick, their 
strength was failing, and they were drained of any hope that they 
would ever be released. They prayed, sometimes for freedom, some- 
times for death. When a jailer discovered the men praying, he beat 
them. In desperation, the two even contemplated starving them- 
selves to death as a way to end their agony. 

It had not taken the Israelis long to piece together enough 
information to satisfy themselves when and where Elie had been 
taken into custody by the Syrians. But then what? If he and his 
brother were locked up in the usual Muhabarat prison where Jews 
were held or put in the civil prison, word would have leaked out. 
If they were not already dead, they must be in a different facility. 
Why? And why the silence? On one occasion, Selim and Elie’s 
mother went to see the head of the special division of the Muhabarat 
that handled “Jewish issues” to beg for information about her sons. 
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She went “down on her knees and kissed the man’s feet begging to 
see her son[s].” The answer was no. The family had forfeited any 
right to know anything. Requests for information from Rabbi 
Hamra and other leaders of the Syrian Jewish community during 
1988 and into the spring of 1989 went unanswered, and not even 
the promise of money could pry information out of usually compli- 
ant informants. 20 

The story of the S weds’ arrests and subsequent disappearance 
slowly filtered out of Syria. Jewish organizations in Israel and the 
Diaspora added Elie’s and Selim’s names to the list of Syrian Jews 
known to be held in Syrian prisons. But they could not monitor the 
Sweds’ treatment or grease administrative palms to ensure more 
humane treatment. In the face of persistent silence, there were 
growing fears that the brothers might already be dead. 

Western Jewish organizations undertook a series of initiatives to 
focus international attention on Jews in Syrian custody, especially 
the Sweds. In the United States, the influential Anti-Defamation 
League of B’nai Brith protested Syrian arrests without trial in its 
June 1989 Bulletin and repackaged the article, “Prisoners of 
Damascus,” in a press release. Other leading American Jewish orga- 
nizations, including the American Jewish Committee and the 
National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council, joined in 
publicizing the Sweds’ plight. Two sympathetic members of the 
House of Representatives’ Foreign Relations Committee drafted a 
letter to President George Bush asking him to personally intervene 
on behalf of the imprisoned men. Copies of the letter were sent to 
all members of Congress, asking them to co-sign. Many did. 

In Europe, the Paris-based and newly energized International 
Committee for the Liberation of Syrian Jews approached friendly 
governments on behalf of the imprisoned men and organized a num- 
ber of protest meetings. Among the organization’s most important 
successes was a personal endorsement of their campaign by the pres- 
ident of the European Parliament. He called on Syrian President 
Assad to use all his “power to ensure a speedy resolution of the 
plight of these detainees.” 21 

Throughout 1988 and 1989, Judy Feld Carr tapped all her 
sources for reliable information on the Sweds. She approached 
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External Affairs for assistance and met with American consular offi- 
cials. The Americans promised to pass on her inquiry about the 
Sweds’ whereabouts to their embassy in Damascus. The American 
embassy, like other Western diplomatic missions in Syria, had been 
pressing for information on the Sweds to no avail, but it was impor- 
tant to keep up the pressure. Four months later, in the early spring 
of 1989, the American consulate in Toronto received a dispatch 
from the American embassy in Damascus. “Tell Mrs. Carr that there 
is NO, I repeat NO information about their whereabouts, and their 
status. They were arrested over a year ago and have not been seen 
since.” 22 

Judy also approached the Canadian section of Amnesty 
International, hoping they would take up the Sweds’ cause. At their 
request, the organization’s International Secretariat in London added 
the Swed brothers to its list of prisoners of conscience and issued an 
urgent worldwide appeal for supporters to write Syrian officials 
protesting the detention of Jewish prisoners of conscience. An esti- 
mated five thousand letters from around the world were sent to 
Syria. Amnesty International was invited for the first time in ten 
years to a convention of Middle East lawyers held in Damascus in 
June 1989, and the human rights organization told the Syrian gov- 
ernment publicly that its treatment of prisoners of conscience, espe- 
cially the Sweds, was a major Amnesty International concern. 
Amnesty International also supported Judy when she asked the 
Geneva-based United Nations Centre for Human Rights to inter- 
cede with the Syrian government for information about the 
Sweds. 23 

For once, the Syrians bent under international pressure. In 
November 1989, two years after the Sweds were first apprehended, 
Syrian authorities officially informed the United Nations agency 
that they were holding the brothers in custody. But the Centre for 
Human Rights was simply advised that 

Elie and Selim Swed are under arrest because both of them have bro- 
ken the law; investigation is in progress according to the judicial pro- 
cedures and trial will take place as soon as possible. 
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No mention was made of the fact that, for almost two years, the 
family had been denied access the prisoners, denied information on 
their location and condition, and denied even the knowledge that 
they were still alive. No mention was made of the fact that not even 
a representative of the Jewish community or a lawyer had been 
allowed to visit the two men in prison. The Syrians would only 
admit that the two men were under arrest and the state planned to 
put them on trial “as soon as possible” — which turned out to be 
another year and a half. 24 

The Syrian government was beginning to feel some heat. That 
same month, the Jerusalem Post revealed that Syrian officials in the 
United States had approached major American Jewish organiza- 
tions to set up a meeting with the Syrian vice-president, who was 
about to visit New York to address the United Nations. According 
to a Syrian spokesperson, the meeting was to encourage “better rela- 
tions with the American Jewish community.” The organizations 
rejected the meeting, but the unprecedented move hinted that Syria 
was more vulnerable to international pressure than it ever had been 
before. 25 

Elie and Selim Swed knew nothing about any of this. After 
almost two horrific years in Muhabarat hands, the Sweds were 
moved for the third time in September 1989. They were transferred 
from the Muhabarat prison, where political prisoners and security 
risks were held in absolute secrecy, into Adra prison, the main 
police prison in Damascus. The Swed family was still not told of 
their whereabouts. The brothers were again locked in tiny cells in 
the underground section of the prison, but the worst of their physi- 
cal torture and daily beatings was over. 

Adra was not as closed off to the outside world as Muhabarat- 
run prisons, and word soon leaked out that the Sweds were there. 
The source of the news was another Jewish prisoner in Adra, Jack 
Lalo, who had been imprisoned in 1987 after his family’s failed 
escape. Lalo and his wife had been allowed to visit New York on 
business, but to ensure their return, the Lalo children remained 
behind in Syria. While in New York, Jack contacted several people 
with links to smugglers who had previously secreted Jews across the 
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frontier into Turkey. A Turkish smuggler would cross into Syria, 
contact Jack, and escort him and his family across the border. What 
guarantee would Jack have that the man was genuine and not a 
Muhabarat plant? Jack set up an elaborate identification code, giv- 
ing his New York contacts one of a matched set of hand-crafted ear- 
rings. The smuggler would receive no names or home addresses, 
only the earring and a time and place for a meeting. If the smuggler 
made it to an appointed meeting place at a set time and had the ear- 
ring, Jack would know he could trust him. The earring code also 
protected the smuggler, who would know he had met a Jewish fam- 
ily, not Muhabarat agents. 

Unfortunately, the Turkish smuggler was caught soon after cross- 
ing the border, and the earring was confiscated. The smuggler con- 
fessed but had no idea which family he was to smuggle out. Jack Lalo 
and his family might have been safe were it not for a local Muhabarat 
officer who, independent of the Turk’s arrest, had a run-in with Jack 
and ordered his gift store searched. The officer found an earring hid- 
den in the store and matched it to the one confiscated from the 
Turkish smuggler. Jack spent the next four months in a Muhabarat 
prison, squeezed into an underground cell sixteen metres square with 
fifty or sixty other men. There was barely room to sit, let alone lie 
down and sleep. He was tortured and eventually confessed to his part 
in the escape attempt. There was no need for a trial; he would serve 
whatever time in prison the authorities thought appropriate . 26 

Even in a Muhabarat prison, enough money slipped into the 
right hands bought a prisoner family visits, better food, better 
accommodation and washing privileges, exercise time in the prison 
yard, and some protection from severe beatings. Jack’s wife, Esther, 
knew where Jack was being held, and to buy life for her husband, she 
gradually bled the family store dry . 27 

After four months, Jack was also transferred to Adra prison. 
Adra was like a bazaar. Everything was for sale — every bite of kosher 
food, every stitch of clean clothes or linens, medications, and even 
the sunshine that flowed into Jack’s above-ground cell were all paid 
for in cash. As the family’s wealth drained away, Esther grew des- 
perate and turned to Rabbi Hamra. He asked Judy Feld Carr for 
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help. The money Judy sent from Feld Fund bought better care for 
Esther’s husband and several other Jewish prisoners. 28 

In September 1989, the Adra prison rumour mill was abuzz with 
word that two new prisoners had been brought in. Nobody knew 
who they where. The word was that they were Jews but were they 
Syrians? Nobody seemed to know. They just disappeared into the 
prison underground. 

Seven months after their arrival in Adra, the two men were 
removed from their confinement and taken through a central area 
of the prison. Under armed guard, the men passed near Jack Lalo 
with their backs to him. Jack feigned a cough. The two prisoners 
turned around for a second. Jack could not believe his eyes. The two 
were sickly, thin, dirty, stooped, and bearded, but he recognized 
them — Selim and Elie Swed. Jack gave a quick sign of recognition, 
then turned away. When his wife next visited, he told her what he 
had seen. She passed the information on to Sara Swed and Rabbi 
Hamra, who in turn informed Judy Feld Carr. Two and a half years 
after they had disappeared, the Sweds had been found. They were in 
a deplorable state, but at least they were alive. 29 

Sara went directly to Adra prison and pleaded with prison offi - 
cials to allow her to see her husband and brother-in-law. After the 
necessary money was paid under the table, Sara was granted permis- 
sion for one visit, accompanied by one of her daughters and two 
prison guards. When the two prisoners were brought forward, Sara 
could not believe that these men were truly Selim and Elie. She 
turned to the police and demanded that the two men be allowed to 
wash, to shave, and be given proper food and medication. The 
police ignored her. They were only there to monitor every word that 
passed between Sara, Selim, and Elie. The three said little. Rather 
than talk, they wept. 

Selim Swed only wanted to know how his children were deal- 
ing with his absence. Was there money enough to put food on the 
table, to pay the bills? Sara consoled him. “Don’t worry. The chil- 
dren have a second mother. There are angels walking on earth.” 30 

Sara was speaking of Judy Feld Carr. Judy made it her business 
to comfort those most cruelly hurt by the disappearance of Elie and 
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Selim Swed — their family in Damascus. While the Sweds’ where- 
abouts were still unknown, Judy had written to the Sweds’ sister, 
Leah Hazan, living on a kibbutz in Israel, telling her that everything 
possible was being done to locate and secure the safety of her broth- 
ers. Leah wrote back, sharing her pain. 

All I want to know is if it is for sure they are alive, that they exist... 
[you] must know that I am worrying so much about them, about my 
whole family especially about my nephews and nieces with no father. 
I feel terrible that I can’t do anything for them. I am sure Judith you 
understand me and thanks a lot for all what you do and you have done 
for that . 31 

A regular correspondence developed between the two women. Judy 
was able to assure Leah that her family in Damascus was being taken 
care of because she was the one supplying much of the care. She had 
learned through her contacts that Sara Swed and her children were 
financially strapped. Sara felt desperately alone. Friends and family 
kept their distance, afraid that associating with her might make 
them targets for the Muhabarat. The pharmacy that her husband 
had operated with Elie was closed. The assistance she received from 
family abroad or Rabbi Hamra was not enough to cover the day-to- 
day costs of supporting herself and her children. And only Rabbi 
Hamra dared maintain contact with Sara and her children. 

Judy sent $1,000 to Rabbi Hamra for Sara Swed through a 
courier and then wrote to her directly, enclosing a bank draft for 
$300 to help defray the costs of the coming Passover. 32 

You do not know me, but I have heard from my friends who live in 
New York that you have seven children and that you will need some 
financial help for you and your children for Pesach. 

I am sending you in this envelope a bank draft for Pesach so that 
you can buy what you need for you and the children for the holiday. 

I hope that you and your family are well. I hope you will find some- 
one who can translate this letter for you into Arabic. 

Please answer me as soon as you receive this letter. You can write 
me in Arabic and I will have someone translate it for me. 


194 



Please write me what you need for you and the children, and I will 
send it to you as soon as I receive your letter. 

I wish you and your whole family much luck and good wishes from 
the Jewish Community of Toronto for a healthy Pesach. 33 

Judy Feld Carr knew that the Muhabarat would intercept and read 
the letter, hut would they allow it to be delivered and, if so, would 
the bank draft still be inside? 

A few weeks later, Judy received a letter in Arabic addressed to 
the Honourable Mrs. Judy Feld. 

I have received your very kind letter with it very humane sentiments 
and it reduced the anguish that I am living through with my children 
since more than 1 '/ 2 years. 

Life is very tough here. With the children who are still going to 
school and your words emanate from your heart are lightening my bur- 
den and my days and I trust and pray that you will not delay in answer- 
ing me, and that noble attention that was something I have not 
received from any person around here. 

I extend to you my fondest wishes for a glorious Passover and that 
the duration of the holiday in its entirety will be a source of joy and 
happiness. May everything that is hateful be far away from you, and 
may God watch over you. 34 

Judy replied, enclosing another bank draft for Sara to buy her chil- 
dren summer clothing — “I know how quickly children grow out of 
their clothes.” She also asked Sara for a photograph of herself and the 
children. She hoped Sara might also include photos of Selim and 
Elie, which could be used in the campaign on their behalf. 35 In her 
reply, Sara opened up to the woman she had never met. She wrote of 
her longing for her husband, who might be dead; of her efforts to 
shelter her children from the misery she endured; of her fear that the 
horror would never end. 

Dear Judy, I wish I did not have to burden you with the disclosure and 
I am opening my heart to you and explaining everything to you and 
you have become one of my best friends. And perhaps one of these 
days we will he getting together and the words that emanate from the 
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heart are the greatest testimony as to this friendship and I am most 
grateful to you for your kind sentiments and I pray that this friendship 
would last forever . 36 

Judy and Sara formed a strong bond. Judy felt like a sister to Sara 
Swed and a second mother to the Swed children. The letters from 
Toronto gave Sara reassurance that she was no longer alone. The 
two women invented a simple code that allowed them to make 
guarded reference to specific people, places, or issues without giving 
too much away to the Muhabarat. For example, writing of the 
weather being hot or cold was code for the state of Jews in Syria as 
good or bad. They used “hospital” instead of “prison,” “gift” instead 
of “bribe,” “family” instead of “Elie and Selim,” “Montreal” instead 
of “Israel,” and “first friend” instead of “Rabbi Hamra.” In the 
months and years that followed, money sent to Sara from the Feld 
Fund repaired their winter-damaged roof, bought them clothes, put 
food on their table, and even paid the dowry and wedding costs for 
one of their daughters. However, more than six months after Sara 
Swed had bought her way into Adra prison for one visit with her 
husband and brother-in-law, the two things that money could not 
buy were family visits and better conditions for the two prisoners. 

Western states continued to lobby the Syrian government for 
information on the Sweds. In addition to Amnesty International’s 
requests, there were repeated inquiries from the Canadian, 
Australian, French, and American governments. A January 1990 
letter from 101 American Congressmen called on President Bush to 
“make immediate, humanitarian appeal to President Assad to 
release” Jewish prisoners. 

We recognize that the United States-Syrian relationship is a strained 
one, and that the prospects for significant improvement in the near 
future are uncertain. Nevertheless, we feel it is important for the 
Syrians to know that how they treat their Jewish community, and 
more specifically, their position with respect to Jewish emigration, will 
be one of the factors that the Bush Administration will take into 
account in assessing its policy towards Syria . 37 

At a meeting with Assad, former president Carter raised the 
issue of Syrian Jewish prisoners. Senators Howard Metzenbaum and 
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Robert Dole also broached the Swed brothers case in a meeting with 
Assad in Syria. Canadian External Affairs Minister Joe Clark told 
Judy that during a meeting of the United Nations Commission on 
Human Rights “Canada raised the question of human rights in Syria 
and stressed once again the importance we attach to the observance 
of due judicial process in that country and the protection of the 
rights of the accused. Syria was called upon to ensure its full respect 
of these important principles.” 38 

The Syrians realized that if they set up a show trial, they would 
have to produce the Sweds for the world to see. After years of tor- 
ture and horrific incarceration, the brothers were in terrible condi- 
tion, a living indictment of the Syrian prison system and proof 
positive that Amnesty International’s accusations about Syrian 
abuse and torture of prisoners were true. In a hasty attempt to repair 
some of the damage, in March 1990 the Syrians moved the brothers 
to a hospital where they were carefully examined and treated. Elie 
Swed received treatment for his tuberculosis. 39 

The Sweds were transferred back to Adra after their hospital 
stay, but their conditions changed dramatically. They were placed 
above ground, in a light, airy cell, and allowed access to comforts 
that were available for purchase. Money, much of it from the Feld 
Fund, bought the Sweds kosher food, fresh fruit, medication, clean 
clothes and linens, and exercise periods in the prison yard — every- 
thing they had been denied for years. And Sara Swed was permitted 
to see the brothers twice a week. 

Sara knew Judy Feld Carr had played an important part in 
procuring the improved conditions. Judy had stood by her in their 
time of need as nobody else had. And the opportunity to visit gave 
Sara new hope that her husband and brother-in-law would soon be 
released. She wrote to Judy in an upbeat mood. 

I wish to inform you that we have visited our family and they are, 
thank God, well and better than before. And they send you their best 
regards and that is why I am rushing to write to you so you will be the 
first one to be informed of the good things and 1 wish for all my heart 
that you would persist with your efforts for everything to turn out up 
to your expectations. Kindly share my deepest gratitude with all those 
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who may have contributed to this humane effort from me personally 

and I pray for its continuation . 40 

Still there were doubts. Were the Syrians just preparing for a show 
trial? There was no word on when the trial would be held. When 
the Syrians first notified the United Nations that the Sweds were in 
custody, and that they would be put on trial “as soon as possible,” 
Judy Feld Carr had sent money to hire a lawyer, “fair legal coun- 
sel. ..one that does not work for the Muhabarat.” The hired lawyer 
had tried to get the two released on bail pending trial. His request 
was denied. The Sweds would remain in jail until the trial, when- 
ever that might be. 

The group of American senators who met with President Assad 
in the spring of 1990 suggested that, in the name of better relations 
with the West, the Sweds be released without trial. The Syrian pres- 
ident rejected the idea. The Sweds had visited the enemy state of 
Israel. They would be tried like any other Syrians who had con- 
sorted with the enemy. Such treason could carry a death penalty, but 
the American ambassador to Syria assured the visiting senators that 
no one expected a death sentence. 41 

Western notions of judicial process do not apply in Syria. No 
independent judiciary or built-in notion of defendants’ rights pro- 
tects the accused. Priority is accorded to defence of the state, not to 
the individual. But once again money could make a difference. 
There were rumours that money could buy Syrian judges. For the 
right price, judgments could be bought like any other market com- 
modity. Judy Feld Carr quietly let her contacts in Syria know that if 
someone was selling, she was willing to buy. It was to no avail. 42 

Court proceedings in Syria are not public. Not even the accused 
men knew that their trial was already under way. In November 
1990, Syrian court authorities received a statement of defence from 
the Sweds’ lawyer, even though he was never presented with a for- 
mal statement of the charges against his clients. He submitted a 
seven-page statement acknowledging that the two had visited Israel 
but only to see family. They did not have any information that could 
have compromised Syrian security. The court also received a state- 
ment of charges from the public prosecutor. The court met to con- 
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sider the submissions behind closed doors, without the accused pre- 
sent. 

In May 1991, three and a half years after the Sweds had first 
been arrested and more than a year after the Syrian government 
promised a hearing “as soon as possible,” the brothers were brought 
before an in-camera court session. In a few short minutes, the court 
went through the state’s written indictment accusing the Sweds of 
violating Syrian security laws by travelling to Israel and revealing 
information prejudicial to the security of the state. The proof of the 
accusations were the defendants’ own confessions. Neither the 
Sweds nor their lawyer was permitted to challenge the state’s claim 
of facts or ask questions. The written defence statement was duly 
noted and dismissed. The two were found guilty and sentenced to 
another six and a half years at hard labour. There was no appeal. Elie 
and Selim were sent back to prison pending written confirmation of 
the sentence by the Syrian Ministry of the Interior. 43 

Sara was crushed. The day after the verdict was made public, 
she wrote to Judy: 

I received your last letter before Shavuot by a few days, and 1 delayed 
my reply so that I can give you good news but God did not will it. 
Please excuse me because I am not able to write to you as usual because 
my nerves can no longer bear it, and 1 do not know what will happen. 
Surely you heard the very bad news, which we did not expect at all, 
and so I beg you to please be with us because in the last days we are 
not able to bear it at all, and the children are devastated and they are 
still at such an early age and before they can see or taste anything from 
life. I am unable to continue, and the road ahead of me is so long and 
1 am unable to bear it. The relatives [the Swed brothers] are com- 
pletely finished and probably the unthinkable will happen to them. 
Hashem [God] is not answering us, but maybe Hashem will respond to 
you. So, please, please, I beg you to be with us. 44 

According to an American State Department source, until the writ- 
ten confirmation of the sentence was issued, there was still a slight 
chance that President Assad might be prevailed on to pardon the 
Sweds or commute their sentence. Hoping to draw attention to 
their plight, the brothers began a hunger strike. 
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I am in great worry because our relatives, for the past three days, have 
abstained from eating. They are insisting to refuse this oppression and 
injustice, and this destiny, and death is by far much easier for them. 

Sara Swed and the leaders of the Damascus Jewish community 
wrote to the president of Syria pleading for clemency. Judy was still 
convinced that money could make a difference. She sent $29,000 
that she hoped would find its way into the hands of Syrian officials 
who had the power to release the Sweds. 45 

Amnesty International issued yet another appeal to its members 
worldwide to write the Syrian government on behalf of the Sweds. 
Judy asked that the Canadian ambassador in Damascus request 
clemency. A Canadian approach was soon followed by a similar ini' 
tiative by Australia. The American Congress relayed its concern for 
the Swed brothers through the Syrian ambassador in Washington. 
But President Assad offered no clemency. The Sweds’ six-and-a- 
half-year sentence was confirmed. 46 

Life for Elie and Selim in Adra prison and for Sara and her chil- 
dren in Damascus took on its own horrible routine. Money from the 
Feld Fund bought Sara twice-a-week access to her husband and 
brother-in-law. Additional money from the fund paid for their mea- 
gre comforts. Money also bought food and clothing for Sara and her 
children. When Judy learned that the Sweds’ daughter, Berta, 
wanted to marry but didn’t have money for the customary dowry, 
she offered it to Sara. 

I also thought about the wedding of Berta. I have thought about it as 
if she were my daughter also. Since you ask me my advice about the 
wedding, I will give it to you. 

I hope that Berta loves this young man very much, and that he 
loves her with all his heart. If this is so, Berta should not wait for a bet- 
ter time to happen. She has to get married now. When someone is 
blessed such great love, you must have a simcha [party] to celebrate it. 
Life is too short to wait until everything is alright in your life. I am sure 
that [Selim and Elie], even if they are not able to be there, will be at 
the wedding with their hearts and their spirit. The wedding does not 
have to be extravagant. ..it just has to be in the synagogue with all of 
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your closest friends and the rest of the family there. Take a lot of pic- 
tures so everyone can remember it. I will be there in spirit also. 

Because of this, I have told [Rabbi Hamra] that he is to give you, 
Sara, the necessary amount from me for the dowry, and you will give 
it to the young man when you accept him as your daughter’s husband. 
I know that this is hard for you to do it alone, and that you wish with 
all your heart that your family would be with you, but I know that you 
will have the strength to do this for the sake of your daughter. Let us 
pray that life will be better soon for everyone hut in the meantime, 
when there is a chance of a celebration, you must do it. 

I want Berta to buy a beautiful wedding dress with the help I have 
told the friend to give you from me, and I want you to send me a pic- 
ture of her in it. 

My wedding present to Berta is the dowry so please use it in good 
health, and with all my love for you all . 47 

Before the wedding, Western diplomats in Damascus began picking 
up hints that the Sweds would soon be pardoned. Syria was seeking 
accommodation with the West after the collapse of its Soviet 
patron, and hoped to participate in discussions of a possible Middle 
East peace accord. The continued incarceration of the Sweds was a 
stumbling block in their relations with the West. During a visit to 
the United States in late March 1992, Rabbi Hamra made another 
secret side trip to Toronto. He told Judy that Assad had hinted to 
the French ambassador and several visiting French dignitaries that 
the Sweds’ release was in the offing. Assad also assured American 
Secretary of State James Baker that an act of clemency was in the 
works. Hoping to encourage President Assad to move a little faster, 
Judy asked Prime Minister Brian Mulroney to make a direct appeal 
to President Assad. 48 

In mid-April, Rabbi Hamra and a delegation of Jews were 
granted a long-awaited audience with Assad. According to one of 
Judy Feld Carr’s informants, it “was a very successful meeting” and 
the president promised the Sweds would be out in a matter of days. 
On April 19, 1992, the last day of Passover, the eight-day holiday 
celebrating the exodus of the Hebrews from their slavery in Egypt, 
Judy received a call from Denis Gregoire de Blois, who had the 
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Syrian desk at External Affairs. He just had a call from the 
Canadian ambassador in Damascus. It was over. The Sweds had 
been released that very hour. 

The next call was from the French ambassador in Damascus. 
Rabbi Hamra had given him the telephone number in Toronto, but 
no name to go with it, and implored the ambassador to tell whoever 
answered the phone that the Sweds were on their way home from 
prison. The rabbi could not make the call himself because he would 
not use the telephone on the last day of Passover. But he insisted 
that the person at the Toronto phone number had to be among the 
first to know the good news. 

Judy immediately called Leah Hazan in Israel to tell her that her 
brothers were free. She then called her Israeli connections and 
Jewish contact groups. She wrote to officials in External Affairs to 
express her gratitude for their help. She then wrote a joyful letter to 
Sara Swed. 

At 7:00 p.m. Toronto time, 2:00 a.m. in Damascus, after the end 
of the Passover, Rabbi Hamra called Judy directly from Syria— an 
almost unheard-of event. She could hear a crowd and music in the 
background. The community was still celebrating the Sweds’ 
release, and the rabbi wanted Judy Feld Carr to be part of the fes- 
tivities, just as she had been part of the almost five years of anguish. 
The Swed brothers also got on the phone. Although the speakers 
had no common language, the meaning of their words was clear. It 
was a sweet moment. 49 

During the next few weeks, Judy received an endless stream of 
telephone calls and letters, including several from key informants 
who had provided her with details about the Sweds in prison, from 
the minister of External Affairs, who had ensured that Canadian 
concern for the Sweds was repeatedly put before the Syrian govern- 
ment, from her contacts in Tel Aviv, and in understandably guarded 
fashion, from Sara, Elie, and Selim Swed in Damascus. Perhaps 
none was more touching than a letter from Leah Hazan, who knew 
more than most about the role of the Feld Fund in paying for her 
brothers’ health while they were in prison and supporting Sara and 
her children, and the role of Judy Feld Carr in building interna- 
tional pressure for the Sweds’ release. 
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What a joy it is to know that you did it. Accomplished what I some- 
times feared to be the impossible. Words cannot describe the feelings 
of gratitude that I have for you. The words “thank you” seem inade- 
quate. But, of course, I do thank you for your time and efforts and end- 
less patience. Without you, no doubt, results would have been 
different. 

My heart is freed from fear of the unknown. My heart is now full of 
hope for a future together with my family. Our journey is still incom- 
plete, the next course is in our direction . 50 
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CHAPTER TEN 


Opening the 
Gates 

T he release of Elie and Selim Swed in April 1992 was 
cause for rejoicing. Until the eve of their release, few 
had dared believe that they would walk out of prison 
before their full sentences were served — if ever. When Syrian offi- 
cials had first begun to hint that a deal for the Sweds might be pos- 
sible, Judy Feld Carr knew that the Feld Fund would have to pay for 
some of the “special costs.” 1 

What had made the Sweds a marketable commodity, however, 
was something that money could not buy — a change in the geopo- 
litical reality of the Middle East in the early 1990s. For the Syrians, 
the shift dictated a dramatic rethinking of policy toward the West. 
This in turn had immediate implications for all the remaining Jews 
of Syria. They had long been held captive against the day when they 
would be useful as a bargaining chip in the ongoing Israel-Arab con- 
flict. As the parameters of that conflict changed and Syria found it 
necessary to reposition itself in the Middle East, Syrian leaders pre- 
pared to play the Jewish chip. 

Nothing symbolized the possibility of change as much as the 
unprecedented face-to-face meeting of the Israeli prime minister, 
Yitzhak Shamir, with the Syrian foreign minister, Fauq al-Shara’a, at 
the Madrid Peace Conference in October 1991, six months before 
the Sweds were released from prison. The American-brokered 
Madrid Peace Conference was the outgrowth of monumental 
upheaval on the international scene. The first shift was the distin- 
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tegration of the Soviet Union, the second was the Gulf War, and 
the third was the resuscitation of the long-stalled Arab-Israeli peace 
process. The collapse of the Soviet Union was a serious blow to the 
Syrians. Although not a Soviet satellite, Syria traded extensively 
with the Soviet Union and other Eastern-bloc countries and had an 
intricate system of credits, loan guarantees, and bartering deals. The 
Syrian military was heavily supplied with and dependent on Soviet 
and Soviet-allied military hardware acquired as part of larger trade 
deals. And Syria counted on Soviet-bloc support in the cat-and- 
mouse game of Middle East politics. 

Even before the final collapse of the Soviet Union, a new gen- 
eration of Soviet leaders under Mikhail Gorbachev was urging an 
end to the Cold War, opening up to the West, and holding out the 
promise of free market and human rights reforms in the Soviet 
Union. Syria could no longer count on Soviet economic and mili- 
tary backing. And as the Soviet Union sought to improve its rela- 
tions with the West, Syria could no longer even count on Soviet 
support with respect to Israel. Other Arab states were climbing onto 
the American-driven Middle East peace bandwagon and the Soviet 
Union was reassessing its position in the region. Assad realized that 
unless he acted quickly, his regime might be one of the final casual- 
ties of the Cold War. 

At a state dinner in Assads honour during a 1987 visit to 
Moscow, Gorbachev had told the Syrian president that Syria had no 
chance of ever defeating Israel militarily. While the Soviet leader 
publicly pledged to support Syria in the event of Israeli aggression, 
he privately made it clear that the Soviet Union wanted a negoti- 
ated settlement in which the Soviet Union would play a partnership 
role with the United States. Before it could be an active player in 
any Middle East peace moves, the Soviet Union would need to have 
bilateral relations with all states in the region, including Israel. 
Moscow served notice on Syria that the Soviet Union was looking 
forward to reopening diplomatic relations with Israel in the near 
future. The Soviet Union was permitting the emigration of hun- 
dreds of thousands of Soviet Jews, many of whom could be expected 
to settle in Israel. It was a whole new game. 
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When the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991, Russia and the 
other successor states were no longer in a position to meet even the 
watered-down obligations they had with Syria. To avoid isolation, 
Syria would have to find a way back into the good graces of the 
West. But any shift in policy might alienate domestic anti-Western 
forces, leftists, and Muslim militants, arouse its more anti-Western 
neighbours, and compromise Syria’s strategic position in the Middle 
East, particularly in Lebanon. The foxy Syrian president was not 
ready to loosen his control of the state, and he was not going to 
allow change to run away with itself as had happened in the Soviet 
Union. Assad had to move carefully. 

In January 1991, Syria had joined the American-led Gulf War 
coalition against Syria’s old rival, Iraq. While not a major military 
player, Syria sent a contingent of troops to the Gulf and allowed 
coalition flights over Syrian airspace. When the United States used 
the opening presented by the war alliance to push for a new round 
of Middle East peace talks in Madrid, the Syrians found themselves 
being courted to participate. Syrian involvement would mean 
unprecedented Syrian-Israeli diplomatic contacts; Assad would 
would not take such a step lightly. But the moment was auspicious 
for a bold move. The United States, Syria, and by extension Israel 
were tossed together as allies in the Gulf War. Revelations about 
secret talks in Norway between Israel and the PLO, and subsequent 
American-sponsored talks raised new hope that settlement of Gaza 
and the West Bank issues was within reach. As a reward for Syria 
joining the anti-Iraqi coalition and to encourage Syrian participa- 
tion in future Israel- Arab negotiations, the United States dropped 
Syria’s name from the list of states said to be supporting terrorism 
and lifted existing trade barriers. The Americans also acceded to 
Syrian military actions in Lebanon, further solidifying de facto 
Syrian control of Lebanese affairs. 2 

In October 1991, Israel and its Arab neighbours sat across from 
one another in Madrid. Syria’s participation was decidedly cool, and 
Syrian and Israeli speakers often traded insults, hut for the first time 
the two sides were seated at the same table. Both agreed to partici- 
pate in subsequent exploratory talks, unprecedented bilateral meet- 
ings, scheduled for Washington in January 1992. While neither side 
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held out hope for an instant breakthrough in the enormous divide 
that separated them, rumours persisted that both sides were pre- 
pared to he flexible. 3 

In the weeks leading up to the Washington talks, Israel and 
Syria looked for signs that the other was ready to open up a dia- 
logue. The Syrians began to hint that they might be willing to 
resolve one long-standing sore point with Israel: the removal of bar- 
riers to Jewish departures from Syria. Israel had already released a 
large number of Palestinian prisoners from detention, alleged sup- 
porters of Hamas and other organizations regarded as terrorist by 
Israel. In December 1991, just a month before the Washington talks 
were to begin, President Assad told a group of visiting Lebanese leg- 
islators that “everyone in Syria, including Syrian Jews, enjoys the 
right to leave the country.” 4 

When the Washington talks opened, the question of Jewish 
departures from Syria was still unresolved. The Israeli delegation put 
the matter squarely on the table, reminding the Syrians that travel 
abroad by Syrian Jews was both difficult and expensive to arrange, 
and travel in complete family units was almost never approved by 
the Muhabarat. In the past, Israel had maintained that Syria’s 
refusal to allow Jews to leave was a human rights violation and sep- 
arate from the Israel- Arab dispute. This was the same position taken 
by Syrian Jewish advocacy groups in Israel and the Diaspora. 

Publicly, the Syrian delegation rejected the linkage. Syrian 
Jewish issues, including emigration, were a domestic matter and no 
business of Israel. Israel had put Syrian Jews on the table and had 
better take them off the table. Privately, however, the Syrian 
response was less rigid. Judging by Assad’s statement in advance of 
the Washington meetings, the party line was beginning to change. 

The first round of Syrian-Israeli talks in Washington brought no 
breakthrough, but both sides agreed to a further round of bilateral 
talks three months later, in late April 1992. In the intervening 
period, the Israeli media openly speculated that the possibility of a 
land-for-peace deal with Syria was in the offing. Two weeks before 
the second round of talks began, Assad met with leaders of the 
Syrian Jewish community and publicly promised that Syrian Jews 
would be accorded the same rights as other citizens. Jews would be 
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able to buy and sell property — freedom to sell property being a pre- 
cursor to emigration — and Syrian Jews would be permitted to travel 
abroad on business and for pleasure on the same terms as other 
Syrians — that is, in complete family units and without hefty bonds 
put up against their return. Only a week before talks were to resume, 
President Assad pardoned the Swed brothers. 5 

Assad did not promise to allow emigration; emigration of its cit- 
izens was not part of the Syrian political lexicon. He only talked 
about Jews being able to visit abroad. But every Syrian Jew at the 
meeting understood that granting Syrian Jews the freedom to travel 
abroad in complete family units was administrative code for sanc- 
tioning emigration. Once Jewish families were out of Syria with 
money from the sale of property in hand, few would return. 

Assad’s pledge to allow Jews to travel abroad may have made 
strategic sense, but it caught many in the Syrian bureaucracy off 
guard. In the six months following Assad’s April 1992 announce- 
ment, more than 2,800 of the approximately 4,000 Jews still in Syria 
applied for short-term exit visas. Most applied to leave in complete 
family units. But even with the Syrian president’s pledge to permit 
Jewish families to travel abroad, Jews, unlike other Syrians, still 
needed clearance from the Muhabarat. 6 The authorities had no 
precedent for such an exodus. But this would be the last chance for 
Syrian agents to line their pockets with Jewish money before the 
Jews were gone forever. 

Syrian authorities began processing passports and exit-visa 
applications with due reverence to the time-honoured traditions of 
baksheesh. Syrian Jews with resources paid to get the necessary pass- 
ports and exit visas. Those with limited funds turned to relatives 
abroad or to Judy Feld Carr. Cash was best, but gifts in kind were sel- 
dom refused. Muhabarat members were only too happy to take per- 
sonal property off their hands. What did a Jewish family going 
abroad need with a VCR or a family car? How could any one woman 
wear so much jewellery? Leave it with someone who could really use 
it. If in so doing one also managed to avoid problems in processing 
a passport application or an exit visa, so much the better. 

In June 1992, Rabbi Hamra notified Judy of a long list of people 
whose applications for passports and exit visas had been rejected or 
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delayed. Now, approval was no longer a problem — as long as 
money was available up front. Rabbi Hamra needed $100,000 to 
cover the necessary processing fees, round-trip airline tickets, and 
extras expected by Syrian officials, and he needed half of it quickly. 
Judy never dreamed that all the cases she had been working on 
would be approved at once. She did not have that kind of money 
and was not sure if she could raise it in the few days she had before 
she left for Israel for the summer. She and her key supporter, Helen 
Cooper, pulled out all the stops. The two women hit the phones, 
tramped door to door asking previous donors to reach into their 
pockets yet again, and implored local rabbis to appeal to their con- 
gregants for assistance. Judy lost her voice in the process. Her doc- 
tor ordered her to give her vocal cords a rest, but the women 
persisted. In four days they added over $62,000 to the Feld Fund. 
The first installment of the money was safely delivered to Rabbi 
Hamra with a promise for the rest. The exit visas and passports 
would be issued. 7 

Ezra Levi and his ten-year-old son, Naim, had been permitted to 
leave Syria in September 1988 so that Naim could receive long- 
term cancer treatment in New York. The cost of the medical care 
was being covered by a Syrian Jewish charity in New York, the 
Sephardi Bikur Holim. 

Later in 1988, Judy Feld Carr was asked to help bring Ezra’s wife 
Tova and her two other children out of Damascus. Syria’s doors were 
still closed to travel abroad by complete Jewish family units, but Judy 
thought she might be able to buy permission for a mother to leave 
Syria with her children so they could be at the bedside of a sick child. 
To reinforce their case, Judy asked the American ambassador in 
Damascus to approach Syrian authorities on the family’s behalf. 
Muhabarat officials indicated that they would not allow both chil- 
dren to leave with their mother. Tova was heartsick, torn between 
a sick child in New York needing his mother’s love and two children 
who would be left behind in Damascus. She eventually accepted 
the Muhabarat’s terms and joined her husband and sick child. The 
two other children, Shalom, eleven, and Tikvah, only five, stayed 
behind in Damascus. 8 
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Judy soon became aware that Tova was unable to reconcile her 
desire to be in two places at once. Tom by guilt and self-doubt she 
asked herself how she could have left two children behind to tend a 
third? Tova did not speak English and was dependent on others to 
translate for her, to explain what her son’s doctors were saying, and 
to take her anywhere outside the small Syrian Jewish neighbour- 
hood of Brooklyn. As months became a year, and a year threatened 
to become two, Tova grew increasingly disconsolate. She wept at 
the thought that her older son in Damascus was being called to the 
Torah at his bar mitzvah without either of his parents present. If her 
two children in Syria could not join her in New York, she saw no 
choice but to go back to them. 

Concerned for Tova’s welfare, Judy sent the financially pressed 
family money to cover the costs of telephone calls to Damascus so 
Tova could at least hear her children’s voices from time to time. But 
she knew the real solution was to get the two children out. Working 
with her Syrian connections, she first tried to build a humanitarian 
case. 9 A key element of the application was a series of letters col- 
lected from Naim’s American doctors, outlining the boy’s medical 
treatment, the course of medical care he could expect to undergo 
during the coming year or more, and most important for Judy’s plan, 
a statement that his medical improvement was being threatened by 
Naim’s continued separation from his siblings. 

[Naim] is very distraught and despondent about this separation from 
his brother and sister. His mental as well as his physical well being is 
the key to a proper recovery. This deprivation from his family can 
retard his present progress. It is of paramount importance to rehabili- 
tate him in conjunction with his psychological and social as well as his 
medical needs . 10 

The humanitarian appeal went nowhere. Suggestions in the early 
autumn of 1990 that the Muhabarat might approve one or the other 
of the children to travel to New York would not solve the problem; 
the departure of one would still keep the family divided. 11 

Judy’s contacts in Damascus tried to find an intermediary to 
intercede with the Muhabarat on behalf of the children. The 
attempts were time-consuming and ultimately failed. 1 - In February 
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1992, more than three years after Tova joined her sick son in New 
York, and a month after President Assad’s announcement that 
Syrian Jews could travel abroad, Judy received word that the 
Muhabarat were willing to make a deal for the two children. They 
wanted a written appeal from the parents sent to the Syrian ambas- 
sador in Washington and a letter from a senior American Jewish 
spokesperson petitioning for the family’s reunification. The letter 
from the parents was quickly sent. Judy composed a letter to be sent 
to the Syrian ambassador over the signature of the head of the 
American Jewish Congress. 13 

Even before the American Jewish Congress could mail off its 
letter, a Syrian embassy official told the parents in New York that 
their request for family reunification had been approved. The 
embassy even suggested that someone should accompany the chil- 
dren on the long flight. 

Judy shared the parents’ joy, but she knew that until the chil- 
dren were on the airplane and the airplane was in the air, something 
could still go wrong. Accordingly, she sent several thousand dollars 
to her contacts in Damascus to dole out the usual “ransom money” 
required to buy Muhabarat co-operation. Not wanting to hand the 
Syrians even the smallest propaganda advantage, she also quickly 
cancelled the American Jewish Congress letter. 14 

All the right payments were made and all the right approvals 
collected. Exit visas for the two children were issued. On May 10, 
1992, three weeks after the Swed brothers were released, and days 
after Assad told the Syrian Jewish delegation that Jews could travel 
as a family, the flight arrived at New York’s Kennedy Airport reunit- 
ing the children with parents they had not seen in almost four years. 
In addition to Naim, whose cancer was in remission, the two chil- 
dren met Joseph, their new baby brother, born in New York a year 
earlier. 15 

Another Syrian Jew arrived on the same flight that brought Tova’s 
two children to New York. Damascus-born Yom-Tov Hassan, a 
thirty- two-year-old designer and pattern maker of ceramic tiles, 
made his way through American Immigration and Customs to the 
waiting embrace of his mother, Leah, and his sister, Chana. Leah 


211 



had been granted a short-term exit visa three years earlier so that 
she could receive special medical treatment for her asthma and eye 
problems. Judy had helped Chana leave Syria to care for her mother. 

Yom-Tov Hassan left Syria in the period between Assad’s hint- 
ing at permission for Jews to travel abroad and the wholesale issuing 
of exit visas. Yom-Tov, single and living alone, first applied to travel 
abroad in 1989, years before President Assad removed restrictions of 
Jewish travel. He was not a rich man, but he gave a Muhabarat 
agent all the money he could raise. It was not nearly enough for an 
application to receive serious attention, and his application never 
went forward. 

In January 1992, Judy received a call from Chana requesting help 
in getting Yom-Tov out of Syria. Judy asked for any information that 
might further his case, and Chana explained that Yom-Tov’s life was 
difficult. He lived in a dilapidated third-floor apartment above a bak- 
ery. Yom-Tov had been his mother’s major source of support in 
Damascus. Now Leah worried for the health and safety of her only 
son. Chana told Judy that Yom-Tov suffered from high blood pressure 
and suspected kidney problems. 16 

When Chana contacted Judy, there were already rumours of a 
new Syrian openness to Jewish travel abroad. Judy was not about to 
ease up on her own rescue efforts in the hope that the Syrians would 
make them unnecessary. Accordingly, she advised Chana that the 
best way to get Yom-Tov out of Syria was to pull together a well- 
constructed story that would legitimize his request to depart. She 
suggested that Yom-Tov plead his desire to visit his ailing mother in 
New York. To make it appear that he was truly planning to return 
to Damascus, Judy advised Yom-Tov to have his apartment painted. 
A single man with no family to leave behind as hostage was unlikely 
to be allowed out. But his promise to return might ring truer if he 
invested money in his apartment in Damascus. Why would he do 
that if was not planning to return? 1 ' 

Judy Feld Carr sent a check for $1,000 from the Feld Fund to 
Chana to be forwarded to Yom-Tov if “she is 100 per cent sure that 
he is going to use it to get out.” 

To prop up the other half of Yom-Tov ’s story, a sons concern to 
visit with a sick mother, Judy decided to get personally involved. She 
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took the unusual step of writing directly to Yom-Tov in Damascus, 
supposedly at the request of his sister. She wanted the Muhabarat 
informed of his mother’s precarious health and loneliness for her son. 
Judy began her letter by introducing herself as a friend of Syrian 
Jewry who knew of Yom-Tov through his sister. She also knew Yom- 
Tov lived alone in an apartment “which is not in good condition,” 
and enclosed a check for $100, assuming that the authorities would 
conclude the money was for his minor improvements. 

Your mother is very sad and misses you very much. Do you think that 
it would be possible for you to come to visit her for a short vacation? 
She is not well, and has been in the hospital many times, and would 
really like to see you. 

Please write me immediately to tell me if this could be possible. 18 

Yom-Tov replied in Arabic. When Judy had the letter translated, 
she was pleased with Yom-Tov’s smoothness. He was a quick study 
and put on paper exactly what she wanted the Muhabarat to see. 

Concerning my situation you already know, but 1 was happy to learn 
of your concern for my mother’s heal th and taking care of her. As for 
me fate demanded that I remain lonely and far away from my sick 
mother and unable to reach her to visit her until now, even though I 
know how much she needs me during this difficult time of her illness 
and her constant going to the hospital, and our condition is not good, 
and this affects me greatly and on my work and my daily health 
because it causes me to a let down and depression and pain in my 
heart. The worry does not leave me. 1 am trying continuously to get 
permission to travel so that I can visit my sick mother, but I do not 
know if I will be able to visit her soon because 1 did to get any definite 
answer, and this is the truth, and I do not have much to say concern- 
ing this question, and this pains me since several years. 

I, therefore, hope that for my sake and my mother’s sake you will be 
able to help travel, and I apologize for the long explanation about my 
situation, but your letter gave me great hope. 19 

Judy responded quickly, enclosing another cheque so that Yom-Tov 
might “continue the painting [of his apartment] and for other 
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things” he might need, and careful to play on a clever opening Yom- 
Tov gave her. If the Muhabarat could be convinced that he needed 
his mother — that being denied the opportunity to visit his mother 
was the cause of his own declining physical and emotional health — 
then maybe a deal could be arranged. It was important to let 
Muhabarat agents know that it would be worth their while to issue 
a passport and exit visa. In her next letter to Yom-Tov, Judy pur- 
posefully let slip that money was available and that “your sister will 
send you whatever you need if you let her know.” 20 

Through the early spring of 1992, Judy and Yom-Tov continued 
to correspond. She regarded every letter as an opportunity to rein- 
force his case for humanitarian leave. On April 29, 1992, two days 
after the American State Department issued a statement noting 
with approval that President Assad had authorized foreign travel of 
Syrian Jews on the same terms as other citizens, Judy wrote to 
Yom-Tov, advising him in no uncertain terms that he should grab the 
offer. If the Syrians were making ready to open the door to Jewish 
emigration, then as many Jews as possible should get out while they 
could. Yom-Tov should forget about special pleading. Judy instructed 
him to reapply for a passport as quickly as possible and not worry 
about money. 

Yom-Tov, please understand that whatever help you will need to come 
to see your mother, it is ready for you and you should not worry about 
it. Now that people can come to visit the U.S. you also must apply as 
soon as possible and come. All you have to do is tell your sister that 
you have your passport to travel, and it will be arranged for you to 
have your airline ticket. 

As soon as you receive this letter, 1 want you to answer me, and 
your sister if you want to come. 

I am not sending you a present in this envelope... but please remem- 
ber that whatever you need for your visit will be sent to you. 

You do not ever think that you have to repay me. It is an honour to 
help you in whatever way is possible. 21 

Even before he received Judy’s letter, Yom-Tov gathered up what 
remained of the money she had previously sent along with some 
additional money from a small pool Judy had forwarded to Rahhi 
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Hamra, and handed it all over to the Muhabarat. He offered no 
humanitarian window dressing. This was a new game — pay as you 
go. Money was now all that the authorities seemed to care about. 
Ready to pay whatever he could, he received a passport and exit 
visa to visit his mother in New York. Barely waiting for the ink to 
dry on his visa, Yom-Tov — with a new set of clothes and fresh lug- 
gage paid for by Judy Feld Carr — boarded the flight for New York. 
He was out at last. 22 

With the Syrian door finally ajar, other outside sources of money 
became available. Judy continued to pay for the tickets for the peo- 
ple she had already been helping. She did not have the resources 
necessary to cover the travel costs of all the needy Jews lining up to 
leave. The American Joint Distribution Committee, which had 
long been sending money into Syria to support Jewish institutions, 
especially Jewish schools, offered to reimburse the travel costs of 
financially strapped Syrian Jews who received permission to travel 
abroad, including the cost of the round-trip tickets. Other costs, 
including money or gifts extorted by the Muhabarat, or losses as a 
result of property left behind would have to be born by the individ- 
uals and families leaving Syria. 23 

If they had had a choice, some Jews leaving Syria might have 
gone straight to Israel. That was not possible, as Syria and Israel 
only began to move cautiously toward bilateral discussions in the 
spring of 1992. Canada approved any applications for tourist visas 
from Syrian Jews. 24 For the vast majority of Jews leaving Syria, how- 
ever, the destination of choice was the United States. Many already 
had family in the New York area, especially in Brooklyn, on whom 
they could count for assistance. They also knew there was an infra- 
structure of Jewish social and welfare organizations in New York to 
help get them oriented. The Sephardi Bikur Holim was especially 
active in meeting Syrian Jewish resettlement needs. The American 
administration had long been vocal in its support of the right of 
Syrian Jews to travel and, in most cases, granted them American 
tourist visas right away. 

The visas assured the Syrian Jews of entry to the United States, 
but they were not officially immigrants or refugees. American 
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authorities proved unwilling to automatically flip tourist visas into 
American immigration visas — the coveted green cards — or to grant 
the Syrian Jews refugee status. The new arrivals were unable to work 
and were barred from publicly funded social assistance. The Syrian 
Jewish community and New York Jewish organizations struggled to 
meet the financial burdens and social problems suddenly thrust on 
them. Jewish organizations, led by the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Service, approached Washington in an effort to find a legal or polit- 
ical solution to the problem. 25 

All the while costs mounted. The financial resources available 
to Syrian Jews varied from person to person and family to family. 
Some of the wealthier Jews had been dreaming of the day they 
would depart Syria for good, and had been husbanding their 
resources in preparation. A few covertly moved out whatever 
money they could, sometimes into secret bank accounts or into the 
hands of trusted family members already abroad. Still other Syrian 
Jews who applied for permission to leave in the wake of Assad’s 
pledge scrambled to dispose of whatever little property they could 
not take with them. But many suspected that the homes and shops 
they left closed and other property they left behind would eventu- 
ally be gobbled up by the state or fall into the hands of Muhabarat 
agents. Fees for exit visas were just one of the countless ways in 
which Jews paid just to get by. 26 The only difference after Assad 
granted wholesale permission for Jews to travel was that the exit- 
visa payments would be the last. Even as Jewish organizations in the 
West were publicly jubilant at Assad’s permission for Jews to leave 
Syria, Judy was still quietly paying off Syrian officials to ensure exit 
for those without independent means. Uneasy that Syria would 
again shut its doors, trapping any remaining Jews inside, she was 
now less interested in haggling over price than in paying and get- 
ting Jews out fast. 27 

In mid-October 1992, just six months after Assad approved the 
wholesale exit of Jews from Syria, authorities abruptly reduced 
approval of passport and exit-visa applications to only one or two a 
week. One long-time American observer of Syrian Jewish affairs 
suggested that application approvals were being held back pending 
the outcome of the American election, only a few weeks away. Bill 
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Clinton was being touted to defeat George Bush, and Assad was 
holding up the release of remaining Syrian Jews as a card to play 
with the next American administration. In addition, American- 
brokered Syrian-Israeli meetings had not been very productive, and 
rather than stand by Syria in a united front against Israel, other 
Arab interests — the PLO, the Jordanians, and the Egyptians, among 
others — were intent on separate dealings with Israel. Closing the 
door to Syrian Jewish departures was a way to signal Syria’s displea- 
sure with the Middle East peace process. 28 

There may have been other reasons for the reversal. 
Maintaining the fiction that Jews were only allowed out for tempo- 
rary travel abroad had served Syrian domestic policy needs. There is 
little doubt that other Syrians would have been pleased to get out if 
they had the chance. When the international media and Jewish 
organizations in the West began to publicly herald the departure of 
Jews, the Syrians may have had second thoughts. They wanted the 
West to play along with the distinction between the appearance of 
short-term travel and the reality of permanent emigration. If the 
West would not play the game, the game was over. 

And many Syrian Jews were ending up in Israel. The over- 
whelming majority who left in the six months that the door stood 
open entered the United States on tourist visas. As far as Syria was 
concerned, the Jews remained citizens of Syria and as such were for- 
bidden to travel to Israel, let alone use the United States as a way 
station for aliyah, permanent settlement in Israel. No doubt the 
Syrians expected that some, even many, of the Jews who left after 
April 1992 would end up in Israel. But in the past Israel had given 
no publicity to Syrian Jewish arrivals lest publicity endanger Jews 
left behind. After April 1992, the arrival of Syrian Jews was no 
longer kept secret, and was reported in the local press. The Syrians 
may have considered this a violation of an unwritten agreement to 
treat the departure of Syrian Jews as just temporary travel abroad, 
not emigration and, certainly, not emigration to Israel. 

As suddenly as the door opened in late April 1992, it slammed 
shut in October. Officials made no announcement of the change. 
Syrian authorities reimposed the rule of keeping one or more family 
members back. An estimated one thousand of Syria’s approximately 
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fifteen hundred remaining Jews who still wanted to leave felt 
trapped. 

It took a little while to grasp the fact that travel restrictions 
had been reinstituted. American Jewish organizations turned to 
their government, which had been so instrumental in persuading 
Assad to loosen the grip on Jewish travel. President Clinton’s new 
Secretary of State, Warren Christopher, visited Damascus in 
February 1993, shortly after Clinton’s inauguration, and raised the 
issue of the ban on Jewish travel with Assad and his foreign min- 
ister. They told Christopher that the drop in the number of exit 
visas was merely a statistical glitch. An inquiry from the Canadian 
embassy received a similar answer. Unfortunately things were not 
ironed out that quickly. Even ten months later, Syria’s unspecified 
administrative and bureaucratic problems still remained unre- 
solved. 29 

In May 1993 a bipartisan group of seventy-one American sena- 
tors signed a joint letter to Clinton calling on him to again intervene 
with the Syrians. The senators reminded Clinton that in the spring 
of 1992, Assad had pledged his word to the United States that he 
intended to allow Jews to travel abroad and, after keeping his word 
for six months, had reneged. The Syrians had also failed to live up 
to a subsequent promise to Warren Christopher that exit visas 
would again be forthcoming. “We know too well after years of fight- 
ing for freedom for Soviet Jews — that such an excuse is neither 
acceptable nor accurate. President Assad has, as Soviet leaders had, 
the power to open the gates.” 30 

Secretary of State Christopher flew back to Damascus for talks 
with President Assad and his foreign minister in the first week of 
December. Before he left Washington, he received a letter signed by 
fifty-eight members of the House of Representatives demanding that 
he “urge Syria to honour its pledge to permit Jews the freedom to 
travel.” At the United Nations the Canadian ambassador, speaking 
before the General Assembly on human rights questions around the 
world, called on Syria to “honour recent laudable plans to eliminate 
barriers to travel abroad by Syrian Jews.” The Canadian ambassador 
in Damascus repeatedly expressed the concern of the Canadian gov- 
ernment about the withholding of exit visas from Jews, as did his 
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colleagues from other Western embassies. 51 Christopher again raised 
the issue of Jewish exit visas during talks with the Syrian president 
and his foreign minister. They promised him that Jews wishing exit 
visas would he granted them by the end of December 1993. 32 

The Syrian promise of a deadline for issuing exit visas to Syrian 
Jews, and their willingness to reduce other outstanding irritants 
with both the United States and Israel, preceded an announced 
meeting in Geneva between Presidents Assad and Clinton in late 
January or early February 1994- Some American Jewish leaders were 
not pleased with the prospect of the meeting, arguing that it would 
confer international respectability on the Syrian leader and his 
regime when that country had yet to earn that respectability. There 
was no guarantee that the Syrians would live up to a new undertak- 
ing on Jewish departures any more than they had the last. To the 
surprise of almost no one, the Syrians failed to meet their December 
31, 1993, deadline. In early January 1994, at a rally outside the 
United Nations building in New York, Jews demanded that Syria 
resume issuing exit visas. 33 

By mid-February, Judy Feld Carr was able to confirm that exit 
visas were finally being issued in Damascus. In Aleppo there were 
still problems getting administrative co-operation and, in some 
cases, officials resumed their former practice of only issuing exit 
visas to some family members, and denying them to others. 34 This 
on-again off-again issuing of exit visas was nerve-racking. There was 
also concern that, depending on the outcome of the Clinton-Assad 
summit scheduled for mid-January 1994, the one thousand or so 
remaining Jews, including children long denied permission to join 
family already abroad, might again be trapped in Syria. 35 Jews who 
were once hostage to the Arab-Israel conflict could now end up 
hostage to American-Syrian relations. 

With all the agenda items for the scheduled summit in Geneva 
between Clinton and Assad, Judy was concerned that Syrian Jews 
would get short shrift. She was not alone in this concern. American 
Jewish leaders were pulling out all the stops in lobbying Clinton and 
his staff. But feeling that the Clinton-Assad talks might be the last 
chance Syrian Jewry had to reverse the insidious Syrian practice of 
holding back family members, Judy hit on an idea of putting the 
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case of Syrian Jews before Clinton one last time before his meeting 
with Assad. % 

One of Don Carr’s friends and business associates was George 
Cohon, then CEO of McDonald’s Canada, which operated the restau- 
rant’s outlet in Moscow. During the Soviet era, Cohon had used his 
personal entree with Soviet leaders to press them on the cause of 
Soviet Jewry. Judy learned that he would be in Moscow at the same 
time as Clinton was scheduled to make a state visit there, before his 
meeting with the Syrian leader in Geneva. Clinton. Moscow. Big 
Mac. Photo op. Cohon. Syrian Jews. Why not? If Clinton were to 
visit the Golden Arches in Moscow for a burger and fries, as he had 
done in the past, Cohon might be able to lobby him on behalf of 
Syrian Jews. Rather than phone Cohon, on New Year’s Day 1994, 
Judy wrote him an impassioned letter requesting his assistance. 

1 understand from Don [Carr] that you will be going to Moscow and 
that there is a good chance that you will spend some time with 
President Clinton. 

Just as you were so influential with Ambassador Yakovlev for Soviet 
Jewry, there is one major initiative which could be undertaken by you 
on behalf of Syrian Jewry — and it is a simple thing. 

President Assad of Syria promised Warren Christopher that the 
Syrians would give their Jews travel permits by the end of December. 
In fact, some have started to receive them. 

However, in typical cruel Syrian style, they are giving some fami- 
lies the exit permits for everyone, except one family member — usually 
a child. Thus, some families are not leaving, because they will not 
leave one child behind. 

It is important for President Clinton to know this before he meets 
Assad in Geneva. He will, no doubt, be told by Assad that the permits 
are being issued, as promised, but, of course, he will not refer to this . . . 
process [of withholding permits from children]. 

Anything you can do would be a mitzvah for our People. ..In the 
name of those left behind in Syria, I thank you. ! ‘ 

George Cohon phoned Judy as soon as he received her letter. He did 
not know if Clinton would be visiting the McDonald’s in Moscow. 
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He offered to present a letter from Judy to the president if there was 
an opportunity. As an alternative, Cohon offered to pass the letter 
on to a key member of his McDonald’s management team in 
Moscow, Marc Weiner, who was a longtime friend of Clinton’s and 
who might be willing to give the letter to the president. 38 

Ten days later, Judy received a telephone call from Moscow. 
Clinton had not come to the restaurant, but Marc Weiner and his 
wife had been invited to visit the Clintons in their hotel suite fol- 
lowing an official reception at the American embassy in Moscow. 
During the course of conversation, the discussion had touched on 
the president’s coming talks with President Assad, Syria, Israel, and 
the peace process. Weiner had felt it appropriate to ask about the 
separation of Syrian Jewish families. Clinton was well informed 
about and sympathetic to the Syrian Jewish problem and hoped to 
discuss the issue of exit visas with Assad. 

When Judy got the call from Moscow, she could hardly believe 
it. Being able to leap over all the briefings Clinton would have in 
preparation for his meeting with Assad and remind the American 
president that the Jewish exit-visa problem was an important 
human rights issue just two days before the Geneva meetings was 
remarkable. For Judy, the moment was full of historical significance. 
She was convinced that fifty years earlier, Jews in the safety of the 
West did too little, or even worse, cared too little to save Jews who 
would be murdered at the hands of the Nazis. She praised Marc 
Weiner and George Cohon for doing what she believes an earlier 
generation of Jews had not done — intervening at the highest level 
on behalf of threatened Jews elsewhere. 39 

Presidents Clinton and Assad met in Geneva on January 15, 1994- 
In a briefing for American Jewish leaders about two weeks after the 
meeting, Warren Christopher reported that President Clinton had 
raised the issue of Jewish departures from Syria. The United States 
was reassured that Syria would allow remaining Jews who wished to 
leave to do so. Reports from Syria confirmed that exit visas were 
being routinely issued again to almost all Jews who applied. 

However some Jews were still encountering harassment from 
Syrian authorities. Jews who were eager to get out paid up, lest some 
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last-minute problem in one family member’s application prevent or 
delay a departure. Those who were in the bad books of local 
Muhabarat agents, Jews who had previously attempted to escape, 
who had balked at paying bribes, or who did not show proper defer- 
ence to the authorities, were especially tormented. The Swed broth- 
ers, for example, were refused permission to leave Syria more than a 
year after their release from prison and more than a year after per- 
mission for Jewish travel abroad in family units had been approved. 

In a few cases, the delays were self-imposed. Some individual Jews 
or families, secure with passports and exit permits in hand, held off 
leaving as they tried to dispose of property or clear up this or that per- 
sonal matter. For others, there may also have been a sense of inertia, 
a reluctance to leave behind the only world they knew — no matter 
how bad it was — for a strange world beyond Syria’s borders. 
Gradually, as family and neighbours departed, as Jewish institutions 
closed, even the most reluctant had to concede that it was time to go. 

By the end of 1993, Rabbi Hamra knew it was also time for him 
to go. He had accomplished all he could to shelter his community 
from harm. On an almost daily basis, he had dealt with the 
Muhabarat, with those in charge of Syria’s prisons and sometimes 
with those at the highest levels of government. Walking a fine line 
with the regime, he had been granted official, if limited, licence to 
deal with the diplomatic community. Although the Syrians had 
kept him on a short leash, Rabbi Hamra had still been able to use 
what little leverage he had to quietly negotiate with the Muhabarat 
the price of Jewish departures. He often participated in delicate 
dealings with the Muhabarat over the “special payments” required 
before passports and exit permits were issued. Rabbi Hamra was the 
one who handled the distribution of money from abroad. He helped 
manage an annual grant from the American Joint Distribution 
Committee earmarked for teachers’ salaries and the repair and 
upkeep of Jewish schools in Damascus. He oversaw money sent from 
the Feld Fund to assist with the departure of Jews from Syria, to sus- 
tain those without resources until they too were able to leave, and 
to provide for those in prison. Rabbi Hamra had kept a log of all his 
financial dealings on behalf of the Feld Fund, and he sent Judy Feld 
Carr an exact accounting of every penny he spent. With Jewish life 
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in Syria winding down, Rabbi Hamra finally applied for an exit visa, 
ostensibly to visit family in New York . 40 Also among the last granted 
permission to leave were Selim and Elie Swed and their family. 
After a discreet pause in New York, they moved on to Israel . 41 

The roots of Syrian Jews in Damascus, Aleppo, and Qamishli were 
as deep as their history was rich. Syria had been home to genera- 
tions of Jews. Some families can trace their Syrian lineage back 
thousands of years. The stones in the graveyards reflect the depth of 
Jewish historical presence in Syria that was now being scattered. 
Syrian Jews were grateful to at last be able to leave Syria, but they 
still experienced a sense of loss — loss of the familiar, of community 
closeness, and of the unique symbols of Syrian Jewish identity. 

Like Jews who had earlier left countries of oppression, many 
Syrian Jews brought out with them their most important symbols of 
family and individual identity. Praying that the Muhabarat did not 
confiscate personal heirlooms during baggage inspections at the air- 
port, families packed their Sabbath candlesticks, the family 
chanukia, the mezuzah from the doorpost, precious documents and 
photographs, handed-down toys or baby clothing, or a cherished 
wedding gown. 

What of communal property, those sacred objects that gave col- 
lective expression to Jewish life in Syria — Torahs, holy books well 
worn from study, synagogue art, the documentary written record of 
a thousand-year legacy of religious and community life? Synagogues 
and Jewish schools, some rich in art and architecture, would be left 
standing empty. With no Jewish presence, weeds would soon grow 
between the graves in Jewish cemeteries, or the land would be des- 
ecrated and turned to other uses. 

Syrian authorities who adhered to the fiction that Jews were 
only travelling abroad temporarily were not willing to allow Jews to 
take the community’s Torahs, holy books, and other precious items 
with them. If objects, even religious objects, had any real historic, 
artistic, cultural, or monetary value, Syrian authorities were also 
inclined to regard them as part of the Syrian cultural legacy, the his- 
torical property of the state to be included in the inventory of 
Syrian national treasures. The removal of such items from Syria 
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might be regarded as illegal and grounds for punishment. An elder 
of the Damascus Jewish community lamented how much Syrian 
Jews were leaving behind. 

“There is the cemetery,” he said, with thousands of graves from cen- 
turies of living here. “And there are the Torahs,” the sacred Jewish 
Biblical scrolls that represent the word of God. “We are forbidden to 
take them out of the country. How can we leave them ?” 42 

They didn’t. Selected artifacts of the community’s material her- 
itage, including Torahs, were secretly removed from Syria as the 
community left. Some items were hidden in the baggage of a depart- 
ing family. Some things were tucked away in commercial shipments. 
Others were carried out by business travellers and other visitors to 
Syria, ostensibly as gifts from Syrian Jews to family abroad. Some of 
these couriers may have known or suspected the nature and spiritual 
value of the items they were carrying. Others did not. Some objects 
fell into private hands, and others made their way into the care of 
existing Syrian Jewish synagogues in the New York area or in Israel, 
where congregations were only too pleased to reclaim parts of their 
historical legacy. Still other items were donated to museums and 
scholarly research centres where they will be protected and studied 
by generations of future scholars. 

Some community treasures passed through Judy Feld Carr’s 
hands. In the spring of 1990, several years before the final exodus of 
Syrian Jews began, a cardboard box wrapped in white gauze and 
mailed in Aleppo, was delivered to her home. It was addressed 
to “Mrs. Judy.” The box, about the size of a carton that might con- 
tain a dozen large apple juice cans, had cleared Canada Customs 
unopened. Judy had no idea what was in the box or who had mailed 
it to her. Frightened, she asked the mail carrier to leave the box 
sitting on her front porch. She called the Israeli consulate and mem- 
bers of the consular security staff soon arrived at her door. They 
scanned the box with a metal detector. Nothing was found. They 
then gingerly carried it into her backyard. Keeping Judy at a distance, 
security personnel carefully opened it. Inside were cookies, three 
layers of chocolate wafers. Underneath the wafers were old Jewish 
religious texts, some dating back to the fifteenth century. 
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Several weeks later, a letter arrived from an elderly man in 
Aleppo inquiring whether Mrs. Judy had received the “six copies of 
our Bible” and asking that she acknowledge “receipt of them in 
order to tranquillise me.” After checking with her Aleppo infor- 
mants to make sure that the writer was not a Muhabarat plant, she 
responded that she had received the Bibles and sent further thanks 
for the cookies. Several more boxes soon arrived through the mail. 
This time, each box was opened by Canada Customs before being 
delivered to her. The first contained more cookies, and underneath 
them, more old books. Two more boxes followed, containing reli- 
gious books concealed in rolled-up sheets of pressed apricot candy 
commonly referred to as shoe leather. 

The old man in Aleppo asked Judy for the address of others in 
Toronto who might also appreciate this type of candy. Before long, 
Canada Post delivered boxes to two of her friends. Gradually, a col- 
lection of more than ninety books piled up on the floor in the Carrs’ 
den. Judy sent money from the Feld Fund to reimburse the sender 
for his considerable postal costs, and until he left Aleppo, the man 
became another in her chain of informants, feeding her reliable 
information about goings-on in Aleppo and especially about any 
difficulties faced by individuals and families then in the process of 
applying for exit visas. 43 

After the sender had left Syria as part of the 1992 exodus and 
the shipments stopped, Israeli consular officials packed up the books 
at Judy’s request, and shipped them to the Jewish National Library 
in Jerusalem. They were checked against existing library holdings 
and catalogued so that they would be accessible to scholars. The 
library already had copies of some of the books, but the ones from 
Aleppo were often in better shape. Duplicate books were earmarked 
for distribution to Syrian Jewish synagogues in Israel. 44 

Several of the books from Aleppo held importance to scholars 
beyond the printed page. Since they were not printed in Syria but in 
Holland, Poland, Istanbul, or elsewhere in the Jewish world, their 
presence in Aleppo offered scholars clues about the nature and extent 
of Jewish commerce from the late fifteenth through the early nine- 
teenth centuries. Handwritten notes in some of the volumes provided 
information about the internal workings of the early Aleppo Jewish 
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community. In one, blank pages were used to record synagogue 
accounts and a list of those who had paid their annual synagogue fees 
and those in arrears. 45 

Other holy items also came Judy Feld Carr’s way, including a 
Torah from Aleppo. Among those grateful to be leaving Syria was a 
family of four from Qamishli. The husband had spent time in prison, 
and while he was there, Judy had sent money from the Feld Fund to 
care for him and his family and, eventually, to pay the “fees” nego- 
tiated for his release. In late 1993, she paid to bring him, his wife, 
and his two children out of Syria. 

The departing Jew, with exit visas and passports for his family in 
hand, covertly made his way to his dark and empty Aleppo syna- 
gogue. He carefully took the Torah case from the ark and removed 
the Torah scroll from its protective decorative case. He placed the 
empty case back in the ark, hoping that if the authorities opened 
the ark they would assume the Torah was still rolled up inside it’s 
case. He then carefully carried the Torah scroll home. The Torah 
was wrapped in a clean cloth and hidden inside one of the family’s 
suitcases. At the airport, although authorities routinely searched all 
the luggage of departing Jews, the suitcase containing the Torah was 
slipped through. The family and all their luggage were waved on. 
The family boarded their flight and took off for New York. 

When Judy next visited New York, the family found out that 
she was in the city and left messages that the husband had to meet 
with her. He did not say why. With rare exceptions, Judy shied away 
from meeting those she had helped get out of Syria. There were by 
now several thousand Syrian Jews who were grateful for her assis- 
tance, so many, in fact, that she had trouble remembering all their 
names. While she knew many felt a deep gratitude to her for all she 
had done, Judy didn’t want to encourage any dependency on her or 
the now-depleted Feld Fund. She also wanted to protect her privacy 
and the security of the few outstanding Syrian files. 

Judy knew the man had been in prison and had been a stalwart 
in both the Qamishli and Aleppo communities. She agreed to meet 
him at the home of one of her Syrian contacts in Brooklyn. It was 
an emotional meeting for both. He saw her as a miracle worker. She 
had twice saved him and his family. To express his gratitude, he 


226 



insisted she accept the Aleppo Torah. He handed her the Torah 
scroll still wrapped in the cloth. The scroll, at least two hundred 
years old, was magnificent. Instead of the usual white parchment, 
the Torah from Aleppo was written on a soft, supple tan leather, 
probably deer skin. The hand- inscribed and classic Sephardi Hebrew 
lettering was deeply black and clear, as if the scribe had just finished 
his work. 

There was an inscription in Hebrew at the end of the scrolls, 
likely written there by the person who first bought the Torah and 
placed it in the Aleppo synagogue. The inscription, dated the 
Jewish year 5574, corresponding to the secular year 1814, reads, “I 
have acquired this Torah for the worship of my creator. He is my 
glory and my beauty. May this be God’s will. Amen.” Judy arranged 
for the Torah scroll to be temporarily put on display in her own syn- 
agogue, Beth Tzedec, home of the Feld Fund and the first syna- 
gogue to commemorate Shabbat Zachor for Syrian Jews. The Torah 
was then sent to Jerusalem, where it was deposited for safekeeping 
with the National Library. Judy hoped that it would would eventu- 
ally find its way to a synagogue whose congregants were from 
Aleppo so that the tradition of hundreds of years would not be 
broken and those originally from Aleppo would be able to continue 
their glorification of God through the same medium that they and 
their forebears have done in years gone by.” 46 

By the end of 1994, the final chapter in the history of Syrian 
Jews was almost complete. Today barely seventy or so Jews remain 
in Syria. The once-proud Jewish community in Syria is no more. 
Synagogues that once echoed to the sound of prayer stand silent and 
empty. In Aleppo and Qamishli, it is no longer possible to guaran- 
tee the requisite minyan, the traditional ten adult males assembled 
as one, for prayer and ritual reading of the Torah. Torahs, holy 
books, and other precious items of the millennia-old Jewish pres- 
ence in Syria have either been taken secretly out of Syria or aban- 
doned for all time by Jews who will rebuild Jewish life afresh 
elsewhere. 

In one case, Judy Feld Carr actively sought out a very special book, 
a Damascus Keter. A Keter is a handwritten and often decoratively 
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designed micrography of the twenty-four hooks of the Hebrew Bible 
accompanied by commentaries. Judy first learned of the possible exis- 
tence of the Damascus Keter when she and her husband, Don, were 
in Israel in the summer of 1993. They visited the Israel Museum in 
Jerusalem where they were shown several items of Syrian Jewish 
origin in the collection. Among the items was a restoration of the 
original tenth-century Aleppo Keter, the earliest-known manuscript 
comprising the full text of the Bible. For generations, the Aleppo 
Keter had been cherished and zealously guarded by the Jewish com- 
munity there. It was regarded as a symbol of community stability 
and dedication to God. Local tradition held that the community 
would be destroyed if the Keter ever left Aleppo. Even today the 
volume is regarded as of prime importance by biblical scholars. 

In 1947, following the United Nations approval of the partition 
of Palestine, anti-Zionist rioters set fire to Aleppo’s ancient syna- 
gogue. The Aleppo Keter was rescued from the flames, but it suffered 
severe fire damage. Many of the pages were scorched but salvaged 
intact. The text was so precious that every piece of burned parch- 
ment was carefully sifted from the fire’s ashes. Tiny pieces were 
enclosed in lockets that are still worn as talismans around the necks 
of many Aleppo Jews. The intact pages of the Keter were divided 
into separate piles and hidden in different secure places, where they 
remained for ten years. After much detective work by Israeli agents, 
Keter pages were collected from their hiding places. The document 
was smuggled into Turkey and, eventually, into Israel under still 
mysterious circumstances in the 1950s.” In Israel, the Keter was 
painstakingly reassembled. It now contains 295 of the original 487 
pages. Scholars still hope that more pages will eventually turn up. 47 

The curator of the museum’s Middle East collection mused that 
there were also rumours of a Keter in Damascus. If there was a 
Damascus Keter, it was not widely known in the Damascus Jewish 
community. Perhaps the rabbis hid their Keter long ago, lest it suf- 
fer the same fate as the Aleppo Keter. If it did exist, it would be an 
invaluable treasure of Jewish heritage. 48 

Intrigued, Judy Feld Carr checked with contacts in Israeli intel- 
ligence. She was told there could well be a Keter, and if so, it was a 
manuscript of such rarity and intrinsic historic worth that it should 
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not he left behind. But any Syrian Jew caught trying to smuggle out 
the Keter would suffer a severe punishment. Judy could not let the 
matter pass. She made guarded inquiries of her Damascus infor- 
mants. It it existed, where was it and in whose care? No reply. When 
she attended a Syrian wedding in New York, a trusted confidant told 
Judy that a Keter had been tucked away in a Damascus synagogue 
for centuries, unknown to all but a few community leaders. Rabbi 
Hamra, then still in Damascus, would know about it . 49 

In communications with Rabbi Hamra that she knew to be 
secure from the Muhabarat, Judy still did not dare use the term 
“Keter.” Searching for a code phrase that someone who knew about 
the volume would understand, she asked about a “book that is bet- 
ter than any of the others.” When she was satisfied that Rabbi 
Hamra understood, Judy altered her code to talk about meat and 
chickens or simply “the product.” Rabbi Hamra told her that “the 
product” was still in the basement of a Damascus synagogue. He also 
told her that Syrian authorities knew about its existence. They had 
made an inventory of communally held books and artifacts, and the 
Damascus Keter was discovered and added to the inventory, though 
it is doubtful that they understood its historical and religious signif- 
icance . 50 

Concerned that this particular Jewish treasure not be left 
behind as booty for the Syrians, Judy asked Rabbi Hamra to help 
her get the Keter out of Syria. Rabbi Hamra was sympathetic but 
uneasy — removing the Damascus Keter from Syria would be dan- 
gerous. However, the rabbi agreed to work with Judy if she could 
come up with a foolproof plan . 51 

Judy approached an Arabic-speaking Westerner who had acted 
as a courier for her in the past. He would soon be making another 
business trip to Damascus. Would he do her a personal favour? She 
explained that the rabbi insisted on sending her a gift from 
Damascus. Nothing much — she understood it was some kind of 
small prayer book. She joked that she would rather have a gold 
necklace, but from a rabbi you get books. The rabbi did not trust the 
post office. Would the visitor mind picking up the gift from him 
at his home? There should be no problem. The Muhabarat was used 
to Rabbi Hamra, as chief rabbi and spokesperson for the Jewish 
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community of Syria, meeting with diplomats and other Westerners. 
The handover of a harmless gift would still need to be done dis- 
creetly, so the visitor was to just accept it quietly . 12 

The Westerner agreed, sensing that there was more to this gift 
story than Judy was letting on. He had enough experience with her 
to realize that she would not go to all this trouble over a gift that 
was of little importance to her. At some personal risk to himself, he 
was ready to help. 

It was arranged for the Westerner to visit Rabbi Hamra at his 
home. The rabbi went to the synagogue, and when he left he had 
the Keter with him. He took it home, although he was not com- 
fortable having the Keter in his possession. 

In the course of the visit, Rabbi Hamra handed a small, leather- 
bound book in a multi-coloured cardboard sleeve to the Westerner, 
who put the book into an innocuous black plastic shopping bag. 
When he left the rabbi’s house a few minutes later, he slipped the 
bag under his shirt and put on a light raincoat he had brought with 
him. Still talking casually, the rabbi walked his visitor out to a main 
street. The Westerner flagged down a taxi. The two men shook 
hands and parted company. 

The Westerner assumed that the taxi driver reported to the secu- 
rity police on foreigners he picked up. But with a close-cut beard and 
no tie, the Arabic-speaking Westerner knew he could easily be mis- 
taken for an Iranian. He asked the driver to take him to the Iranian 
embassy. When the taxi pulled up across from the embassy, he paid 
the fare and got out. He waited to cross the street as the taxi drove 
out of sight. He then turned and walked across town to his true des- 
tination, the book still hidden under his shirt. When he left Syria 
several days later, the gift for Judy Feld Carr was hidden among his 
business documents. Shortly thereafter, Rabbi Hamra also left Syria 
for good . 51 

Within days, Judy had the Keter. It was exquisitely preserved, 
showing hardly any wear in spite of its age — it was probably com- 
pleted in the fourteenth century, but determining the date when a 
scribe meticulously and beautifully copied the full biblical text onto 
the bound pages of the Keter would have to await expert examina- 
tion. The book contained two handwritten and witnessed contracts 
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of sale inscribed on the inside back cover, one in Judeo- Arabic and 
the other in Rashi script. The first details the purchase of the Keter 
in Castile during the reign of King Enrique IV (1454-1474), before 
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492. The second records 
the sale of the document in Constantinople in 1515. These con- 
tracts suggest the Keter was among the treasured effects of a wealthy 
Jew escaping the Inquisition. It may then have made its way from 
Constantinople to Damascus, with Jewish merchants expanding 
eastward during the post-Spanish-expulsion era. In Damascus they 
built a synagogue where the Keter would have been given an hon- 
oured place. 54 

Before his departure for Israel, Rabbi Hamra visited Judy in 
Toronto. He asked her permission to take the Keter, so important to 
the Jews of Damascus, with him to Israel. The Keter is now stored 
in the National Library in Jerusalem. At this writing, plans are in 
progress for a symbolic presentation of the Keter to the president of 
Israel as a gift from the Syrian Jewish community to the entire 
Jewish people. 55 
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EPILOGUE 


Survival and 
Renewal 

O n A warm Tel Aviv evening in June 1996, five 
hundred guests, most of them recent arrivals from 
Damascus, joined in celebrating a wedding. Anyone 
who has attended a Syrian Jewish wedding knows they are loud, 
exuberant, rambunctious affairs. Food and drink are plentiful. 
Dancing and laughter continue well into the night. This was no 
exception, but to many who were there, this was more than a 
wedding. It was also a celebration of survival and renewal. The 
bride was a daughter of Selim Swed. Like many of their guests, she 
and her family had only been in Israel just under two years. For 
Selim and his brother Elie, memories of years in Syrian prisons are 
still with them. But there was joy on that spring evening as the 
bride, her groom, his family and hers, stood together under the 
chupa, the wedding canopy, which signifies the creation of a new 
Jewish home, and Rabbi Flamra recited the marriage blessings. 

As the last act of the Jewish wedding ceremony, the groom 
smashes a glass underfoot. Some people interpret the breaking of the 
glass as a positive statement. In the act of marriage the bride and 
groom are symbolically breaking with their separate pasts to forge a 
new union as husband and wife. 

The more traditional interpretation is that the breaking of the 
glass recalls the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem. It is 
meant to remind the assembly that moments of joy are tinged with 
sadness and that for Jews no life event, not even an intensely per- 
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sonal moment such as a wedding, can exist in isolation from the 
larger historical drama of the Jewish people. 

In their own way, most of the wedding guests had each shattered 
a personal glass. Sad as it was to leave the place that had been their 
home for generations, they embraced new beginnings, carving out a 
new life in a new home. If any of them needed to be reminded of the 
gulf that separated their new lives as citizens of Israel from their for- 
mer lives as Jews in Syria, they only had to look at Selim Swed, a 
free man, celebrating his daughter’s marriage. Whatever wounds of 
body and mind still remained to heal, Selim, his family, and his 
guests knew there were no Muhabarat informers keeping watch on 
the proceedings. There were no insults and there was no harassment 
awaiting them in the streets outside the reception hall. They were 
safe. They all had reason to rejoice. 

At Syrian Jewish wedding receptions there is no reserved seat- 
ing, just a bewildering free-for-all as guests good-naturedly organize 
themselves into tables of family and close friends. Eventually, every- 
one finds a place and a natural order emerges out of the tumult. At 
this wedding there was an exception to the rule — one table was set 
aside for several special guests. 

In keeping with custom, when the dancing began, the bride and 
groom were lifted into the air on chairs and carried around the 
crowded dance floor as the assembled guests danced in circles below 
them. When the bride and groom were lowered back to the floor, 
their parents were similarly honoured. While Selim Swed was still 
held high, a woman from the special table was lifted on a chair to 
dance in the air with Selim. There was a sudden buzz. Who was this 
woman? Why was she singled out for such an honour? Word quickly 
spread around the room. The woman was Mrs. Judy. 

When Judy was lowered down, a man she didn’t recognize 
grabbed her hand. Trying to be heard above the music and dancing, 
he told her his name, explaining partly in Hebrew and partly in 
Arabic, that, like Selim Swed, she had rescued him and his family, 
from Syria. They embraced. 

By the time Mrs. Judy made her way back to her table, a line had 
formed. With the help of a translator, many others whom she had 
helped to bring out of Syria introduced themselves and thanked her. 
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|udy remembered some by name, others not. But every one of them 
knew her and what she had done for them. As they introduced 
themselves, some wept with joy. A few were so moved at meeting 
Mrs. Judy that they could hardly speak. Some kissed her hand and 
blessed her and her family for all she had done. Many brought their 
children with them to her table so they too might know the woman 
who had ransomed them out of Syria. 1 


During Judy Feld Carr’s more than twenty-five years of involvement 
with the cause of Syrian Jewry, she participated in the removal of 
about three thousand Syrian Jews. Publicly, she was their outspoken 
advocate, welcoming any opportunity to further their cause. With 
the help of a core group of Canadian supporters, such as her close 
friend Helen Cooper in Toronto, and the tireless assistance from 
supporters in Canada and the United States, Judy Feld Carr was also 
an active fundraiser on behalf of Syrian Jewry. She pieced together 
an extensive network of contacts in the Diaspora Syrian Jewish 
community and in Syria itself. As a result, she gathered valuable 
information on the inner workings of both the Syrian Jewish com- 
munity and the Syrian regime. 

Judy Feld Carr and her small group of supporters, however, were 
never as alone as they supposed. Well before Judy and Rubin Feld 
made Syrian Jewry their cause, financial support from various sources 
was funnelled into the Syrian Jewish community through the 
American Joint Distribution Committee. This money was critical in 
sustaining what limited Jewish institutional life the Syrian regime 
permitted, particularly Jewish schools. The World Jewish Congress 
had also earmarked the cause of Syrian Jews for political action. In 
many cases, Jewish organizations lobbied their respective govern- 
ments and international agencies to lend their voices to a chorus 
of protest against the abuse of Jewish human rights in Syria. In 
different countries, Jewish organizations also set up Committees 
of Concern for the Jews of Syria. In the United States in particu- 
lar, organizations such as the Conference of Presidents, the 
American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Congress, the 
Anti-Defamation League, the B’nai Brith, the National Jewish 
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Community Relations Advisory Committee, and after 1989, a New 
York-based Council for the Rescue of Syrian Jews kept the cause of 
Syrian Jews before the American Congress and the president. 2 

Over the twenty-five years that Judy Feld Carr campaigned for 
Syrian Jews, sympathetic international agencies and governments 
like Canada also played a role in monitoring the situation. While 
the Syrian government was often effective in obscuring the truth, 
much important information on the state of Syrian Jewish affairs 
leaked out to the West and into the international media through 
the efforts of friendly diplomats and international agency represen- 
tatives in Syria. 3 

The role of Israel in the rescue of Syrian Jews was crucial. 
Committed to being a home to world Jewry, the Israelis knew that 
the Jews of Syria were suffering in part because of their identification 
with Israel. But hanging over any Israeli initiative was the threat that 
it could validate Syria’s accusations of Jewish disloyalty to the Syrian 
state and legitimize, in the regime’s eyes, state oppression of the 
Jewish population. As a result, Israel often worked behind the scenes, 
enlisting friendly governments to ensure that Syria’s oppression of its 
Jews would not go unreported or unpublicized. Similarly, Israel sup- 
ported Jewish organizations around the world in their efforts to pro- 
mote the cause of Syrian Jewry. Inside Israel, private individuals and 
voluntary organizations, such as the World Organization of Jews from 
Arab Countries, arranged conferences and published materials on 
the plight of Syrian Jews. Most important, Israel secretly facilitated 
their escape. Israeli intelligence agents were critical in planning 
underground escape routes through Lebanon and Turkey, often pass- 
ing Jews from safe house to safe house, until arrangements could be 
made to transfer them to Israel. Judy Feld Carr successfully plugged 
in to those escape routes and, with Israeli co-operation, organized 
numerous escapes from Syria. 4 

Over time, she quietly developed a working relationship with 
Israeli intelligence officials that solidified as she gained their grudg- 
ing respect and, to some degree, their trust. Israeli operatives even- 
tually began to share information with her on individuals, escape 
routes, and even weather forecasts that were essential to the rescues 
and other covert activities that she was involved in. But the Israelis, 
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understandably, are not forthcoming about their relationship with 
Judy Feld Carr. For her part, ready as she now is to describe most of 
her Syrian activities, she remains silent about her involvement with 
the Israelis. The most that can be said at this time is that a rela- 
tionship existed. It grew close and it was mutually beneficial. 

What can be said about Syria’s attitude to the international cam- 
paign on behalf of Syrian Jews and to Judy Feld Carr’s role in that 
campaign? There are only bits and pieces of evidence. No doubt the 
Muhabarat kept extensive files on Judy Feld Carr. Its agents had 
doubtless done their homework, both in Syria and Canada. On the 
occasions when Rabbi Hamra was interrogated by Muhabarat offi- 
cials about his relationship with Mrs. Judy, they proved exception- 
ally well informed about her. And, of course, there were agents who 
had information that would never be found in police files. They 
were the ones on the take, pocketing the ransom money that Judy 
Feld Carr paid for their co-operation. But how much the Muhabarat 
knew of her secret activities — her dealings with smugglers and the 
details of payments made to officials— and what the Muhabarat did 
with that information remain unknown. 

If the Muhabarat knew more about Judy Feld Carr’s activities 
than she might have thought, the question persists — why didn’t 
they stop her activities? That would have been in keeping with the 
Syrian regime’s rejection of what it saw as foreign interference in its 
domestic affairs, and would have served notice on Syrian Jews that 
the regime would not tolerate unauthorized international contact, 
let alone forgive cross-border escape attempts. 

But Judy Feld Carr was not closed down. Were Syrian authori- 
ties willing to tolerate her activities because she was a Canadian or, 
more correctly, because she was not an American? There can be no 
denying the enmity between the United States and Syria and 
between the United States and Syria’s most important patron, the 
Soviet Union, during much of the twenty-five-year period of the 
Syrian Jewish rescue. The United States regarded Syria as a client 
state of the Soviet Union, condemning Syria as a supporter of inter- 
national terrorism and a stumbling block to progress on Middle East 
peace and security. Syria condemned the United States as Israel’s 
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chief backer, a force determined to undermine Syrian military, com- 
mercial, and political stability and a barrier to Syria’s expansionist 
aspirations in neighbouring Lebanon. With this level of mutual hos- 
tility, what room was there for American Jewish organizations or 
individuals to do what Judy Feld Carr did on behalf of Syrian Jews? 

Several Americans did have a high-profile role in advocating on 
behalf of Syrian Jews, even within Syria — witness the important 
work by Congressman Stephen Solarz and businessman Stephen 
Shalom. Despite their efforts, they did not and maybe never could 
do what Judy Feld Carr was able to do. 

Syrian administrative officials may have had their own reasons 
for allowing Judy Feld Carr to carry on her activities. For some, the 
best reason not to stop Judy Feld Carr was that they didn’t want to 
stop the flow of cash. Many Syrian public officials regarded “gifts” 
that came their way not as graft but as an accepted perk of office. 

President Assad by all accounts was personally above the 
money-grubbing that appeared to be so much a part of the Syrian 
administration. But when he first opened the door to Jews travelling 
abroad and allowed his officials to determine humanitarian need, 
the door also opened to graft. In the early 1990s, when Assad agreed 
to a wholesale exodus of Jews, officials saw no reason to deny them- 
selves the lucrative rewards that might flow from the commerce of 
emigration. Thus, while the Muhabarat repeatedly warned Rabbi 
Hamra about fostering too close a relationship with the Canadian 
activist— a warning he took very seriously — as long as he and those 
like him were circumspect and the money continued to flow, offi- 
cials were prepared to allow Judy Feld Carr’s activities to continue. 

The Jews of Syria themselves deserve the largest credit for the 
community’s survival. Were it not for leaders like Rabbi Hamra in 
Damascus and Rabbis Sasson and Farhi in Aleppo, all the efforts by 
Judy Feld Carr, the Israelis, and others would have been in vain. 
These people, under the most trying circumstances and at great per- 
sonal risk to themselves and their families, continued to work stead- 
fastly on behalf of their community. The same must be said for the 
bravery of those who risked Syrian imprisonment or worse, by mak- 
ing the plight of their people known to the outside world, who sup- 
plied Judy Feld Carr with essential information, and who acted as 
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her couriers. Without their courage, the network of contacts on 
which her efforts were so dependent would never have developed. 
And most of all, it is important to acknowledge the endurance of 
ordinary Syrian Jews in the face of state-endorsed oppression. With 
the doors of the Jewish quarter shut tightly around them, their lives 
circumscribed by repressive regulations, and treated with contempt 
as unwelcome aliens, they still managed to sustain their pride in 
Jewish life. Their determination to remain Jews stands out as the 
ultimate act of defiance against their oppressors and makes the suc- 
cess of their eventual exodus all the sweeter. 

Today the Syrian Jewish community is putting down new roots — 
mostly in New York and Israel. In June 1993, some of those who will 
never forget Judy Feld Carr’s efforts on their behalf gathered in New 
York to celebrate the final exodus of Jews from Syria. She could not 
attend, but in her absence the crowd applauded as the citation on 
an engraved plaque awarded to her by the Sephardi Bikur Holim 
was read aloud. 

Presented to Judy Feld Carr who arose while it was “still night” and 
woke up the world to the plight of our brethren in Syria. 

Through her efforts lives have been saved, families sustained and 
loved ones re-united. 

She has saved entire worlds and will be blessed by generations to 
come. 
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was the mid-1970s news report about twelve Syrian Jews being blown 


up in a minefield while trying to escape their country that brought 


home to Judy Feld Carr the terrible plight of Syria’s Jewish popula- 


tion. Like other Jew's who remained trapped in Arab lands following 
the formation of the State of Israel, Syrian Jews lived in daily peril, virtual 
prisoners of a totalitarian regime, their every move closely monitored by the 
Muhabarat (the Syrian Secret Police), with extortion, imprisonment, and tor- 
ture a constant reality. 

Over the next thirty years, Judy Feld Carr publicly championed the cause of 
Syrian Jews as she secretly negotiated their escape — dealing with smugglers, 
bribing officials, haggling over travel documents, arranging medical aid, and 
funnelling money to those in need, even to those in prison. 

The Rescuer is the intensely dramatic story of the heroic and deeply human- 
itarian actions of one seemingly ordinary woman, a compelling glimpse into 
the workings of one Islamic regime, and a testament to the difference that one 
individual’s actions can have on the lives of thousands. 

“[An] incredible tale... an important story that had to be told. As the 
book shows, sometimes the power of one is greater than the ignorance 
of many.” — Toronto Star 

“Over the course of [thirty] tumultuous, nail biting, cloak-and-dagger 
years, [Judy Feld Carr] accomplished what entire governments and 
wett-paid professionals could not... the rescue of the Jews of Syria. In 
[The Rescuer], Harold Troper... gives us a fast paced tour de force wor- 
thy of any spy novel. Except that it’s all true.”— National Post 

HAROLD TROPER has co-authored several award-winning books including 
None Js Too Many: Canada and the Jews of Europe (“one of the most important 
books ever published in Canada” — the Literary Review of Canada ) ; Old Wounds: 
Jews, Ukrainians and the Hunt for Nazi War Criminals ; and Immigrants: A 
Portrait of the Urban Experience. He is a Professor in the Department of Theory 
and Policy Studies at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University 
of Toronto. 
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